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Abstract  
The Socio-Economic Impact of Student Loan Debt on African American Graduates 
of the University of Phoenix Residing in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
 
Terrence D. Daniels 
 
Joy C. Phillips, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
 
 Little is known about the long-term socio-economic impact of student loan debt 
on African-American graduates of the University of Phoenix who reside in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  The purpose of this case study is to examine the socio-economic impact of 
student loan debt on these students five years after receiving a degree from this for-profit 
institution.  This research study focused on answering the following questions: What 
factors influence an individual’s decision to attend the University of Phoenix?; How do 
the student services offered at the University of Phoenix prepare its graduates to repay 
their student loan debt?; How does student loan debt associated with attending the 
University of Phoenix impact African American borrowers’ ability to make major life 
decisions, such as purchasing a home or starting a family?; and, How does obtaining a 
degree from the University of Phoenix serve as a vehicle for African-Americans from 
marginal communities that want to improve their socio-economic lives? 
 The research is structured as a qualitative research method design and based on a 
case study approach.  A qualitative design was selected because it allows the researcher 
to obtain an extensive and in-depth examination of the contemporary phenomenon of 
student loan debt within the real-life context of African American alumni from the 
University of Phoenix.  The researcher achieved this goal by speaking with the 
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participants to learn their impressions and opinions, from both the psychology and social 
aspects, and obtaining a detailed, in-depth analysis of the socio-economic impact of 
student loan debt on African Americans five years after graduating from the University of 
Phoenix.  The case study approach is one that is presented as straightforward while 
giving the research participants a voice and ultimately examining the depth of the 
research within the study. The use of Yin's research approach served as a guide for the 
researcher's case study to present a sound methodology that will stand up to strict 
scrutiny, and questions of validity and reliability.   
The participants in this study included ten African American student loan 
borrowers that graduated from the University of Phoenix and live in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  The participants ranged in age from 33 years old to 46 years old.  During 
the years 2011 and 2012, the participants obtained degrees ranging from Associates to 
Doctorate from the University of Phoenix. 
The data collection using semi-structured individual interviews, focus groups, and 
artifact review led to the development of six central themes.  These findings were: 1) The 
University of Phoenix uses aggressive sales strategies; 2) The University of Phoenix has 
low admission standards; 3) The University of Phoenix provides flexible nontraditional 
classes for students; 4) The University of Phoenix has extremely expensive tuition; 5) 
The University of Phoenix lacks in institutional resources for students; and, 6) Society 
has negative attitudes and beliefs toward for-profit institutions.  Four study results were 
derived from these findings.  These results, which were correlated to relevant literature, 
are:  1) The University of Phoenix tends to target low-income and minority communities; 
2) The University of Phoenix is attractive for adult students because it offers flexible and 
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convenient nontraditional classes; 3) The University of Phoenix graduates are left with 
exorbitant student loan debt without institutional resources to prepare them to repay the 
debt upon graduation; and, 4) African Americans in this study with a degree from the 
University of Phoenix have difficulty moving up the socio-economic ladder.   
The findings and interpretations laid the foundation for three action 
recommendations.  These recommendations are: 1) The University of Phoenix should 
provide effective financial counseling to all students that obtain federal student loans to 
pay for their education to significantly reduce the rate of student loan default; 2) All 
colleges and universities receiving Title IV funding must obtain proper accreditation for 
all of its programs; and, 3) Universities and colleges within the City of Philadelphia, 
which are located within communities with large populations of historically 
underrepresented African Americans, should build a pipeline in partnership with 
underperforming local primary and secondary schools to increase their minority 
enrollment, so for-profit institutions do not appear so attractive. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Problem 
According to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, the amount of 
outstanding educational debt in the United States exceeds one trillion dollars (Best & 
Best, 2014).  One in seven borrowers, or approximately 13% of student loan borrowers, 
default on their student loans within the first three years of repayment (Stewart, 2012).   
This equates to 600,000 out of 4 million borrowers who will default on their student loans 
within this period (Jaquette & Hillman, 2015).  The primary reason for student loan 
default is that borrowers are unable to repay their student loan debt (Gross, Cekic, 
Hossler, & Hillman, 2009).   
A study conducted by the United States Department of Education found that over 
30% of all student loan borrowers were leaving college with unmanageable debt, in 
excess of 8% of the borrower’s gross monthly income (Kesterman, 2006).  Research has 
also found that borrowers with a high propensity towards defaulting on their student loan 
debt tend to be African Americans from the lower socio-economic strata that attend for-
profit or unaccredited programs in open admission colleges with few student support 
services (Hillman, 2014; Stokes, 2010).  This magnitude of student loan debt contributes 
to the economic stratification that is easily recognized in minority low-income 
communities within the inner city. 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
Little is known about the long-term socio-economic impact of student loan debt 
on African-American graduates of the University of Phoenix who reside within low-
income and minority communities in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose statement 
The purpose of this qualitative case study research is to examine the socio-
economic impact of student loan debt on African Americans who reside in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania five years after obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix.   
Significance of the problem 
In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson enacted the Higher Education Act, also 
known as Title IV, to provide access to postsecondary education for low-income and 
minority students to ensure social equality for all citizens (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013).  
In 1972, Congress amended this Act to include for-profit institutions among the eligible 
schools to receive Title IV funding.  In 2006, Congress again amended the Higher 
Education Act to permit federal student loans for enrollment in for-profit institutions that 
offer 100% of the curriculum online.   
There are approximately 40 million students enrolled in courses at for-profit 
institutions with the majority of these students being low-income, minority, and first-
generation college students that attended substandard primary and secondary schools 
(McGuire, 2012).  Examining the demographics of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, it is a 
prime recruiting ground for for-profit postsecondary institutions.   
The City of Philadelphia, which is the sixth largest city in the United States, has a 
population of 1.553 million people with 41.8% of these individuals being African-
Americans (City-Data 2012).  Research has found that African-American households 
within Philadelphia earn two-thirds less than Caucasian families. Moreover, the median 
income for African-Americans is $26,728 as compared to $42,425 for Caucasians. This 
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correlates with a poverty rate for African-Americans in Philadelphia that is two and a half 
times greater than that of Caucasians (City-Data 2015). Furthermore, African-American 
residents with Philadelphia between the ages of 25 to 64 suffer from high unemployment, 
which remains at 17.7% (Philadelphia Works, 2016).   
An examination of the Philadelphia public schools found that 80% of them rank 
in the lowest performance tiers on the 2014-2015 School Progress Report, which 
measures the progress of all students within the district against specific anchor goals 
(School District of Philadelphia, 2016).  Philadelphia public schools system’s students 
lag 7 to 14 percentage points behind in both math and reading in 4th and 8th grade levels 
compared to students nationally.  Philadelphia public schools consistently scored below 
similar size cities with similar demographics and poverty rates, such as Cleveland, 
Detroit, Baltimore, and Milwaukee (Mezzacappa, 2013). 
Therefore, it is not surprising that only 64% of students graduate high school within four 
years while 25% of students drop out; and, only 38% enroll in two and four-year colleges 
after graduating high school (Ramson, et al. 2014).    
Research has found that borrowers with a high propensity towards defaulting on 
their student loan debt tend to be African Americans from lower socio-economic strata 
who attend for-profit colleges which offer few student support services.  African 
Americans owe more in student loan debt than any other race, and more than half African 
American students graduate with unmanageable student loan debt (Kesterman, 2006; 
Kitroeff, 2014; Stokes, 2010).  According to the United States Department of Education, 
(deMause, 2012), students at for-profit institutions are more likely to default on their 
student loans than students that attend state or private nonprofit colleges and universities.  
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A study conducted by Hillman in 2014 found similar results.  “When looking at the last 
institution attended for borrowers in default, the majority (61%) was enrolled in for-profit 
institutions” (Hillman, 2014, p. 180).   
 Student loan default results in garnishment of wages, withholding of income tax 
refunds and Social Security benefit payments, irreparable damage to credit history, denial 
of professional licenses, and ineligibility for military enlistment and additional federal 
financial aid (Harrast, 2004; Mitchell & Ensign, 2012; Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Student 
loan default also affects a borrower’s ability to obtain employment since many employers 
require credit checks as part of the application process.  Since Fair Isaac Corporation 
(hereinafter referred to as “FICO”) credit scores are used by banks and other lenders to 
establish credit worthiness and interest rates on loans, such as business loans and 
mortgages, student loan default rates contribute to the racial and socioeconomic 
stratification of income and wealth (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013). 
While this student loan debt crisis has resulted in numerous for-profit institutions 
closing their doors, the University of Phoenix, which not only has the highest percentage 
of minority students but also receives the largest amount of Title IV funding from the 
federal government, continues to prosper.  This raises the question of whether attendance 
at this university has positive or negative long-term socio-economic impact on their 
African American student body.         
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Research Questions 
1.)  What factors influence an individual's decision to attend the University of 
Phoenix?  
2.) How does the student services offered at the University of Phoenix prepare its 
graduates to repay their student loan debt? 
3.) How does student loan debt associated with attending the University of Phoenix 
impact African American borrowers’ ability to make major life decisions, such as 
purchasing a home or starting a family? 
4.) How does obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix serve as a vehicle 
for African-Americans from marginal communities that want to improve their 
socio-economic lives? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stance and Experiential Base 
My paradigm is shaped by my principal belief that higher education should be 
available to all without resulting in poverty, default, and long-term negative financial 
consequences. As an African-American doctorate student working within the field of 
education, I am greatly interested in discovering how student loan debt associated with 
for-profit institutions is impacting African Americans.  As a social constructivist, my 
ultimate desire is for this case study to provide an in-depth understanding of the impact 
that federal student loan debt associated with attendance at the University of Phoenix has 
on African American borrowers five years after graduation.  It is my belief that providing 
a voice to the African American participants of this study will shed light on their 
impressions, from both the psychology and social aspects, concerning how their student 
Socio-Economic Impact  6  
loan debt has impacted their lives, bring richness to the dialog, and assist others in 
understanding their reality.  
As a social constructivist, my ontological stance seeks to understand the various 
and complex views of reality of the participants based on their experiences instead of a 
narrowly focused idea concerning the issue (Creswell, 2008). To honor the voices of the 
participants, this case study will rely heavily on their views concerning the issue.  
My axiological stance, on the other hand, acknowledges that as the experiences of 
the participants mold their narrative, my experiences and values of social justice and 
advocacy shape my understanding of the data collected (Creswell, 2008).  It is my intent 
that my interpretation of the data will honor the participants’ values and acknowledge the 
impact that student loan debt has had on their socio-economic lives five years after 
graduating from the University of Phoenix. 
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Conceptual Framework  
This research study will examine the impact of student loan debt on African 
Americans who graduated from the University of Phoenix in 2011 or 2012.  Currently, 
students attending for-profit institutions have a higher propensity to default on their 
student loan debt than students that attend private and public nonprofit institutions.  This 
is especially true for African American student loan borrowers who have a default rate 
that is five times higher than Caucasian and nine times greater than their Asian cohorts 
Research Problem:  
How does obtaining a degree 
from the University of 
Phoenix serve as a vehicle for 
African-Americans from 
marginal communities that 
want to improve their socio-
economic lives? 
Stance on philosophical 
approaches: 
Ontological and Axiology 
 
Creswell (2011)  
Stance on 
Paradigms/Worldviews 
Social Constructivist  
 
          Creswell (2011) 
 
Stance on Interpretive 
Community: 
Social Constructivism 
 
Creswell (2011)  
Stance on Qualitative 
Approach 
Case Study 
 
Creswell (2011) 
 
Figure 1.  Researcher's Stance 
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(Kitroeff, 2014).  As a result, many African American borrowers who default on their 
student loans face themselves in the quagmire of having sub-prime credit, which affects 
every aspect of life from employment to housing to community investment (Jackson & 
Reynolds, 2013).  
  While reviewing the available literature, three main themes were identified: (1) 
federal student loan legislation; (2) characteristics of stakeholders with disproportionately 
high levels of default; (3) impact of student loan default on the individual borrower as 
well as the United States economy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Federal Student Loan Legislation McGuire, 2002; Serna, 2011;  Shen & Ziderman, 2009  
Impact of Student Loan Debt on the Borrower and the United States’ Economy deMause, 2012; DiMaria, 2013; Elliott, Grinstein- Weiss, & Nam, 2013; Elliott  & Nam, 2013 
Characteristics of Stakeholders with High Default Rates Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; Jackson &   Reynolds, 2015; Webber & Rogers, 2014                             This Study 
 
Figure 2.  Conceptual Framework 
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Federal student loan legislation. The first literature stream examines the federal 
student loan legislation.  Over the last 150 years, the United States Government has 
provided public-supply and portable subsidies to promote access to higher education.  
These legislative acts include the Morrill Act, the GI Bill, and the Higher Education Act 
of 1965.  Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965 not only allows low-income 
minority individuals access to higher education but also provides students the option of 
attending for-profit institutions that offer 100% of its curriculum online (Deming, Goldin, 
& Katz, 2012).  Unfortunately, with increased access to higher education also comes an 
increased amount of student loan debt.  Currently, student loan debt surpasses 1 trillion 
dollars (Best & Best, 2014).  In an attempt to protect borrowers and decrease this 
excessive amount of debt, Congress has passed legislation, including the Gainful 
Employment Rule and the Protect Student Borrowers Act (Webber & Rogers, 2014).   
Characteristics of stakeholders with high default rates.  The second literature 
stream explores the characteristics of stakeholders with high default rates.  African 
American student loan borrowers from the lower socioeconomic strata that attend for-
profit institutions have a greater tendency to default on their loans than any other 
borrower (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013).  Since these low-income African-American 
students often graduated from substandard primary and secondary schools that did not 
adequately prepared them to enter the ranks of tiered colleges and universities, they are 
more likely to attend for-profit colleges with lower admission standards, fewer student 
services, and high Cohort Default Rates (CDR) (McGuire, 2012).   
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Student loan default rate’s impact on borrowers and the United States 
economy. The final literature stream focuses on the student loan default rate’s impact on 
borrowers and the United States economy. Student loan default not only has a devastating 
effect on the individual borrower but also on America’s economy.  Borrowers who 
default face subprime credit scores, lower net worth, reduced federal government benefits 
and decreased retirement savings (Elliott & Nam, 2013; Gage & Lorin, 2014).  Moreover, 
with lower credit scores, borrowers are often unable to qualify for mortgages and loans 
for large item purchases.  This, in turn, leads to a decrease in the United States’ Gross 
Domestic Product (deMause, 2012).    
Definition of Terms 
Cohort Default Rate  
The measure of the number of students who default on their student loans 
compared to the total number of students who began repayment on their loans at 
the beginning of a measured period (McGuire, 2012, p 122). 
Student Loan Default  
Loans that are 270 or 360 days behind in payments within the first three years of 
repayment (McGuire, 2012, p 122). 
Unmanageable student loan debt  
Student loan debt in excess of 8% of a borrower’s gross monthly income 
(Kesterman, 2006). 
Subprime Credit  
The credit characteristics of individual borrowers that have weakened credit 
histories that include payment delinquencies, charge-offs, judgments, and 
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bankruptcies. The borrower often has reduced repayment ability, which is 
calculated by credit scores or debt-to-income ratios (FDIC, 2015). 
Public-supply model  
Subsidies provided by the federal government to the educational institution used 
to expand educational access by offering lower tuition rates to their students.  This 
model is recognized at state level public institutions as well as community 
colleges (McGuire, 2012).  
Portable subsidy model  
Subsidies in the form of grants and loans that are provided directly to the students 
to defray the cost of attending postsecondary education (McGuire, 2012). 
90/10 Rule  
Federal government rule that requires a school to receive as least 10 % of its 
revenue from non-Title IV funding (McGuire, 2012). 
Gainful Employment Rule  
Legislation that bases Title IV funding on the employment outcomes for the 
institution’s graduates (Serna, 2014).    
The 50% Rule 
 Legislation that held schools offering more than 50% of their curriculum on-line 
were ineligible for Title IV funding. In 2006, the 50% rule was abolished 
allowing Title IV funding for any for-profit institution that offered 100% of its 
curriculum online (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2012). 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
The researcher has three assumptions concerning this study.  First, the participants 
will answer the interview and focus group questions in an honest and candid manner.  
Second, the criteria of the sample are appropriate and assure that the research subjects 
experienced a similar phenomenon of the study.  Finally, participants have a genuine 
interest in participating in the research study and do not have any other motives. 
Although the research was carefully prepared, there are some unavoidable 
limitations.  Because of time constraints, this is a qualitative research study, which 
focuses on African-American student loan borrowers who reside in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania and graduated the University of Phoenix in 2011 or 2012.  The research 
study’s findings cannot be generalized to other for-profit institutions and geographical 
areas.  Generalization is not the aim of this study.  Instead, this study seeks to understand 
more fully the participants’ experiences.  Therefore, to generalize the study’s findings to 
a larger population, future studies should include participants that live within various 
geographic regions within the United States and attend other for-profit institutions. Since 
this is a qualitative study that utilizes self-reported data, it is difficult to independently 
verify.  Future studies can also focus on quantitative research methods.  This expansion 
will be beneficial to validate this study’s findings.   
Summary 
The amount of outstanding educational debt in the United States exceeds one 
trillion dollars (Best & Best, 2014).  The majority of borrowers that default on their 
student loan debt tend to be low-income African Americans that attend for-profit 
colleges.  Student loan default results in garnishment of wages, irreparable damage to 
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credit history, denial of professional licenses, ineligibility for military enlistment and 
additional federal financial aid, and unemployment.  The research has not explored the 
impact that student loan debt has on African Americans who reside in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania and attend the University of Phoenix.  The purpose of this study is to fill 
this gap. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
 Little is known about the long-term socio-economic impact of student loan debt 
on African-American graduates of the University of Phoenix who reside within 
Philadelphia, PA.  The purpose of this literature review is to examine the current 
literature available on the subject.  A literature search using Boolean phrases such as 
“Student Loan Debt AND Default Rates," "Title IV funding AND low-income students," 
Title IV funding AND minority students," "Federal financial aid AND for-profit 
institutions," and “Effects of Title IV Default" was performed using academic literature 
search engines.  The search resulted in many peer-reviewed scholarly articles within 
professional trade journals, books, dissertations and associated reports that focus on 
students attending post-secondary educational programs, which included a multitude of 
varying opinions and conclusions concerning for-profit institutions and student loan 
default rates.  While reviewing the available literature, three main themes were identified: 
(1) federal student loan legislation; (2) characteristics of stakeholders with 
disproportionately high levels of default; and, (3) impact of student loan default on the 
individual borrower as well as the United States economy.  Figure 3 graphically 
illustrates how the three streams emerged to inform this study. 
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The first literature stream examines the federal student loan legislation.  Since 
1862, the federal government has enacted several pieces of legislation to provide funding 
for higher educational institutions in the form of public-supply and portable subsidies to 
promote social equality.  The most notable of these is the Higher Education Act of 1965.   
Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965 was designed to strengthen the educational 
resources of colleges and universities by providing financial assistance to students 
Federal Student Loan Legislation McGuire, 2002; Serna, 2011;  Shen & Ziderman, 2009  
Impact of Student Loan Debt on the Borrower and the United States’ Economy deMause, 2012; DiMaria, 2013; Elliott, Grinstein- Weiss, & Nam, 2013; Elliott  & Nam, 2013 
Characteristics of Stakeholders with High Default Rates Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; Jackson &   Reynolds, 2015; Webber & Rogers, 2014                             This Study 
Figure 3.  Conceptual Framework 
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through low-interest loans and grants administered by the United States Department of 
Education.  Congress’s desire to open the doors of higher education to the low-income 
minority population led to amendments to Title IV to provide funding for for-profit and 
online educational institutions.  The American student loan debt currently exceeds 1 
trillion dollars.   Faced with an economic meltdown parallel to the 2008 mortgage crisis, 
the federal government has enacted legislation to protect student loan borrowers, such as 
the Gainful Employment Rule in 2010 and the Protect Student Borrowers Act in 2014.         
The second literature stream examines characteristics of stakeholders with high 
default rates. This stream explores studies, which have found that borrowers with a 
higher propensity towards defaulting on their student loans tend to be African Americans 
from the lower socioeconomic strata.  Moreover, they typically attended substandard 
primary and secondary schools that do not adequately prepared them to excel 
academically within tiered colleges and universities.  Therefore, these borrowers often 
attend for-profit or unaccredited programs in open admission colleges with high Cohort 
Default Rates (CDR) and few student services to help them achieve academically.   
The final literature stream focuses on the student loan default rate’s impact on 
low-income and minority borrowers and the United States’ economy.  Borrowers that 
complete their degree at for-profit institutions often find that they are unable to obtain 
employment within their fields, which will allow them to repay their student loan debt.  
Consequently, these borrowers are staggered with unmanageable student loan debt and 
often default on their repayment.  Student loan default results in low credit scores, 
forfeiture of professional licenses, garnishment of wages and social security benefits, and 
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below minimal standard of living.  The high student loan default rate also has a chilling 
effect on the United States’ economy.   
Examining the intersection of these three literature streams provides a 
comprehensive and cohesive research foundation for designing a strong research study.  
The first stream, federal student loan legislation, reveals how the United States reached 
the point of having over 1 trillion dollars of student loan debt.  The second stream, 
characteristics of stakeholders with high default rates, supports the position that low-
income African American students that attend for-profit institutions are significantly 
affected compared to the general population by the high student loan default rates.  The 
final stream explores the impact of student loan default on these borrowers as well as the 
United States’ economy.  The literature review has identified a gap in the research related 
to the impact of student loan debt on the African American borrowers' ability to make 
major life decision five years after graduating from a for-profit institution.  This study 
intends to fill that gap.    
Literature Review 
Literature Stream 1: Federal Student Loan Legislation 
 
To ensure social equality, federal student loans were developed to provide greater 
access to postsecondary education to low-income and minority students (Shen & 
Ziderman, 2009).  Two distinct models classify the federal government's approach to 
expanding access to postsecondary education to students: the public-supply model and 
the portable-subsidy model.  Under the public-supply model, the federal government 
provides the subsidy directly to the educational institution.  The college or university, in 
turn, expands educational access by offering lower tuition rates to their students.  The 
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portable-subsidy model, on the other hand, provides grants and loans directly to the 
students to defray the cost of attending postsecondary education (McGuire, 2012).      
When the United States Federal Government began to take an active role in the 
educational policies of the American people in 1862, the public-supply model, which 
provides federal government subsidies to the educational institution, was the exclusive 
method utilized.   The first major legislation passed by Congress provided land grants for 
the purpose of building and expanding on America’s colleges and universities.  Under the 
Morrill Act of 1862, states received 30,000 acres of land for each senator and 
representative in the House of Representatives.  States could sell the land to obtain the 
funding necessary to establish colleges and universities.  Even more significant was what 
has become known as the Second Morrill Act of 1890, which led to the establishment of 
several historically African-American colleges and universities (Cross, 1999).  
The GI bill, which was passed in 1944 with the end of World War II looming, 
marked the beginning of the portable-subsidy model.  On June 22, 1944, President 
Roosevelt enacted the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, which is better known as 
the GI Bill.  This law would send millions of returning veterans to colleges, universities, 
and postsecondary institution.  Within three years of this Act, the American student 
population would explode from 817,000 from before the war to over 2.4 million students 
across America’s colleges and universities (McEnaney, 2011).  It would be another 20 
years before portable subsidies would be provided to all students throughout the United 
States.     
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Higher Education Act of 1965 (Title IV)  
 
 The Higher Education Act of 1965 was passed on November 8, 1965, as part of 
President Lyndon B. Johnson's social policy programs referred to as the “Great Society.”  
Title IV student loans were developed to provide greater access to postsecondary 
education to low-income and minority students (Shen & Ziderman, 2009).  In fact, when 
President Lyndon Johnson enacted the Higher Education Act of 1965, he proclaimed “a 
high school senior anywhere in this great land of ours can (now) apply to any college or 
university in any of the 50 States and not be turned away because his family is poor” 
(Jackson & Reynolds, 2013, p. 337).    
Title IV, as it is known, was designed to strengthen the educational resources of 
colleges and universities and provide financial assistance to students through portable 
subsidies in the form of low-interest loans and grants administered by the U.S. 
Department of Education.  Title IV funds include Federal Direct 
Subsidized/Unsubsidized Loans, Perkins Loans, Direct Graduate PLUS Loans, Direct 
PLUS Loans, Guaranteed Student Loans as well as Pell Grants and Supplemental 
Educational Opportunity Grants (SEOG) (US Department of Education, n.d.). 
In 1972, Congress reaffirmed its commitment to providing access to 
postsecondary educational opportunities to all citizens by amending the Higher Education 
Act to make Title IV funding available to students that attended for-profit and career-
oriented schools (McGuire, 2012).  
The 50% Rule 
   
 The 50% rule of the Higher Education Act of 1992 held that schools offering 
more than 50% of their curriculum on-line distance were ineligible for Title IV funding. 
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However, in 1998, the Higher Education Act created the Distance Education 
Demonstration Program (DEDP), which granted waivers of the 50% rule to allow large 
for-profits universities, such as the University of Phoenix, access to Title IV funding. In 
2006, the 50% rule was abolished allowing Title IV funding for any for-profit institution 
that offered 100% of its curriculum online (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2012). 
College Cost Reduction and Access Act (CCRA)   
 The College Cost Reduction and Access Act (CCRA) was enacted in 2007 to 
relieve the financial stress placed on borrowers.  This legislation offered three main 
benefits for student loan borrowers.  First, the Act increased the annual maximum Pell 
Grant limits.  This, in turn, allows borrowers to take out less federal student loans to 
finance their postsecondary education (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013).  Second, it created a 
forgiveness provision that discharges outstanding federal student loan debt after 10 years 
of full-time employment in the governmental or non-profit agencies.  The intent of this 
provision was to encourage students to enter lower paying and less attractive jobs related 
to the public sector (Choi, 2014).  This provision serves to benefit minority borrowers, 
who predominantly obtain employment within the federal and state governmental sectors 
(Jackson & Reynolds, 2013).  Finally, the Act instituted an Income-Based Repayment 
Plan that caps monthly payments at a percentage of the borrower’s discretionary income, 
which is defined as an individual’s income after taxes and living expenses.  Initially, the 
percentage was 15% of the discretionary income.  However, in 2014, the amount was 
reduced to 10% of the borrower’s discretionary income (deMause, 2012).  Under the 
Income-Based Repayment Plan, student loan debt is forgiven after 20 years of payment 
(Mitchell & Ensign, 2012).      
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Gainful Employment Rule  
 In 2010, the United States Department of Education proposed the “gainful 
employment rule.”  This piece of legislature, which was aimed at for-profit institutions, 
defined “gainful” postsecondary education in regards to future career employment.  Title 
IV funding would be based on the employment outcomes for the institution’s graduates.  
It would also limit the amount of student loan debt obtained by students attending for-
profit institutions based on measures established by the US Department of Education 
(Serna, 2014).  Postsecondary education institutions must satisfy one of two compliance 
measures to remain eligible for Title IV funding.  The first one examines whether the 
yearly debt-to-discretionary income of a college or university’s typical graduate exceeds 
30%.  The second measure examines the annual debt-to-total earnings ratio of an 
institution’s graduates to determine if the aggregate amount is less than 12%.  Since these 
compliance measures view the postsecondary institution as a whole, it is possibly for 
individual students to have student loan debt that exceeds these ratios while the 
institution remains compliant and within the guidelines (Serna, 2014).  If a college or 
university has a debt to total earnings ratio of 8-12% or a debt-to-discretionary income 
ratio of 20-30% for four consecutive years, it will become ineligible for future federal aid 
(Serna, 2014). 
Protect Student Borrowers Act   
 Under the Protect Student Borrowers Act, which was passed in 2015, the 
institution would be liable for repaying a percentage of the borrower’s default loan 
amount if the institution’s cohort default rate (CDR) exceeds a particular threshold 
(Webber & Rogers, 2014).   The fines levied could range from 5 to 20% of their student 
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population’s outstanding debt.  The money collected in fines will be utilized to create 
programs to assist struggling borrowers and support Pell Grants.  An institution can 
reduce their fines by developing student loan management plans.  Historically black 
colleges, community colleges, and schools with less than a quarter of students attending 
on Title VI funding are exempt from paying the fine (Weise, 2014).      
Institutional requirements to receive Title IV funding  
 Postsecondary educational institutions are required to meet specified standards of 
integrity, financial stability, and educational quality to receive Title IV funding 
(McGuire, 2012).  The most vital of these standards are accreditation; the 90/10 rule; and 
the cohort default rate (CRD).  While these standards were established to protect against 
abuse by fraudulent institutions, some deceptive for-profit colleges and universities have 
circumvented these requirements.  
 Accreditation.  Title IV requires that postsecondary institutions receive 
accreditation by a federally recognized accrediting agency.  This guideline is intended to 
ensure that Title IV funding is provided only to institutions that meet specific educational 
standards.  However, in reality, these accreditation agencies fail to provide the strict 
scrutiny necessary to reduce negative student outcomes (McGuire, 2012).  There are three 
reasons for this failure.  First, national accrediting agencies, rather than regional agencies, 
provide the accreditation for the majority of the for-profit schools.  These national 
accreditation agencies have less staff and resources and lower standards than the six main 
regional accreditation agencies.  Second, since for-profit colleges and universities do not 
comply with the traditional norms of higher education, they are difficult to assess.  For-
profit institutions treat education as a private good or commodity with non-traditional 
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campuses, standardized curricula, and unique academic calendars.  Finally, for-profit 
institutions often avoid the accreditation process by acquiring another college’s name and 
accreditation (McGuire, 2012).  
 90/10 Rule.  The 90/10 Rule, which applies to for-profit institutions, requires that 
a school receive as least 10% of its revenue from non-Title IV funding (McGuire, 2012).  
However, "federal and state student aid from other programs, such as veterans' benefits or 
federal and state job training grants, actually count towards the 10%, along with 
institutional loans offered to students by the school itself" (McGuire, 2012, p.122).  This 
in effect allows the institution to receive virtually all of its funding from the government.  
"When a school's revenue balance begins to approach the 90% threshold, every dollar 
collected from a 10% source becomes immensely valuable.  One veterans' benefit dollar 
allows a school to collect nine more Title IV dollar than they otherwise would have been 
barred from receiving, thus illuminating perhaps the best explanation for why veterans 
are so heavily recruited by profit schools” (McGuire, 2012, p. 131).   
Cohort Default Rate.  Section 435(a) (2) of the Higher Education Act of 1965 
revokes an institution’s eligibility to receive Title IV funding if the cohort default rate is 
above a particular ratio.   
A cohort default rate is a measure of the number of students who default 
on their student loans compared to the total number of students who began 
repayment on their loans at the beginning of a measured period.  Loans are 
considered to be in default if a student is 270 or 360 days behind payments 
– depending on the loan – within the first three years of repayment. 
(McGuire, 2012, p 122).  
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 Initially, the cohort default rate revoked eligibility if more than 25% of an 
institution’s students defaulted on their student loan debt within two years of repayment.  
However, in 2008, the Higher Educational Act amended the cohort default rate to revoke 
eligibility for institutions that exceed 30% for the three most recently completed federal 
fiscal years.  Any college or university with a one-year default rate of 40% will receive 
an automatic sanction (Webber & Rogers, 2014). 
 While the cohort default rate appears successful in limiting federal funding to 
institutions with high default rates, the narrow time frame that the default rate is 
examined allows many institutions with high default rates to continue operating.  Often 
students that have difficulty repaying their student loans are eligible to postpone their 
payments through deferment.  A borrower whose loans remain deferred for the first three 
years of repayment is not counted as having defaulted, even if the borrower defaults on 
the loan immediately after this time frame (McGuire, 2012).  Many colleges and 
institutions are aware of this fact and successfully design management schemes to delay 
defaults until after the cohort default rate timeframe expires (McGuire, 2012).   
Literature Stream 2: Characteristics of Stakeholders with High Default Rates 
 Studies have revealed that high student loan default rates are not only associated 
with a specific group of individuals but also depends on the higher education institution 
that a borrower attends.  African American borrowers who come from a lower socio-
economic class and do not excel in their primary and secondary education are more likely 
to default on their student loan debt than other borrowers.  Moreover, students who attend 
for-profit institutions that offer few student support services have a greater likelihood of 
default than those that attend private or public non-profit colleges and universities.   
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Student Loan Borrowers with High Default Rates  
Numerous studies have examined the characteristics of borrowers that have a high 
propensity to default on their student loan debt.  These studies have shown that the key 
borrower characteristics are race, socioeconomic class, and academic achievement.  
 A borrower’s ethnic race and propensity towards student loan default.  In 
2012, more than 52% of African Americans had taken out student loans to attend 
postsecondary educational institutions, compared to 42% of Caucasian and a third of 
Hispanics and Asians (Kitroeff, 2014).  Moreover, studies have shown that 55% of 
African American and 58% of Hispanic students graduate with unmanageable student 
loan debt (Stokes, 2010).  Unmanageable student loan debt is defined as “debt in excess 
of 8% of a borrower’s gross monthly income” (Kesterman, 2006, p. 35).  African 
Americans owe more than 22% in student loan debt than any other race (Kitroeff, 2014).  
Therefore, it is not surprising that studies have found that African Americans have a 
higher default rate than their white peers (Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; Herr 
& Burt, 2005; Hillman, 2014; Jackson & Reynolds, 2013; Jaquette & Hillman, 2015).     
Many minority students are required to borrow larger amounts of money to 
finance their educational pursuits than their white peers because of their personal and 
family financial situation.  Therefore, by the time they receive their degree, they have 
accumulated larger amounts of student loan debt that must be repaid.  After graduation, 
minority students often are unable to obtain employment that will allow them to repay 
this high student loan debt (Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009).   
 The correlation between socioeconomic class and the likelihood of default.  
“Class inequalities in parental income, wealth, and education are mirrored in the degree 
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to which college students struggle with college finances” (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013, p. 
337).  The theoretical model of “intergenerational racial stratification” describes how 
“contemporary racial disparities in financial disparities in financial well-being profoundly 
reflect the advantages and disadvantages of past generations.  Black students’ greater 
need for financial assistance is partly attributed to racial gaps in parents’ (and 
grandparents’) income, wealth, and education” (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013, p. 337). 
First-generation college students from low-income families often require greater 
amounts of student loans to achieve their educational pursuits.  Unfortunately, this also 
means that they have larger amounts of loans to repay.   Since these borrowers are 
unlikely to have financially secure parents who can serve as a financial safety net, they 
tend to default on their loans if their personal income is insufficient to repay their 
unmanageable student loan debt (Chen, 2014; Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009).   
 The inverse relationship between academic achievement and a borrower’s 
likelihood of student loan default.  Educational success at primary and secondary 
school levels is another key determining factor when examining student loan default 
rates.  Students who have greater academic preparation for postsecondary education are 
less likely to default on their student loans (Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; 
Mulhere, 2014).  Studies have shown a correlation between a borrower’s high school 
rank, grade point average, and standardized test scores on the SAT or ACT and a 
decreased likelihood in defaulting on student loan debt.  Moreover, students who dropped 
out of high school or earned a GED have a 12% greater probability of defaulting on 
student loan debt compared to students who obtained a regular diploma (Gross, Cekic, 
Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; Mulhere, 2014).    
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College success rate also factors into a borrower’s likelihood of default.   
Borrowers who enroll in majors focusing on hard sciences or business have lower default 
rates than those that major in subjects, such as special education, art history or sociology 
(Chen, 2014). Likewise, borrowers who complete their degree within four years have 
lower default rates than those that drop out or extend their academic program beyond 
eight semesters.  Students that drop out of college are ten times more likely to default on 
their student loans than students that complete their degrees (Hillman, 2014).  Studies 
have also revealed, “the median debt for students who take five or more years to finish 
their degree is 58% higher than students who finish in four years or less” (Harrast, 2004).   
Institutions with High Default Rates. 
Institutions with high student loan default rates tend to be for-profit institutions 
that have open admission, non-accredited programs, and offer few student support 
service. As McGuire (2012) noted, “During the 2009-2010 academic year, the for-profit 
sector received $32 billion in Title IV student-aid – more than 20% of all federal aid” (p. 
119).  However, these institutions were also found to have a greater connection to poor 
student outcomes.  “Compared to similar students at nonprofit institutions, students at 
for-profit institutions are more likely to fail to complete their degree, carry more onerous 
student-debt loads upon graduation, and default on student loans” (McGuire, 2012, p. 
119). 
According to the United States Department of Education, the student loan default 
rate of students at for-profit institutions is double that of students that attend state 
colleges and universities and three times greater than students at private nonprofit 
institutions (deMause, 2012).  A study conducted by Hillman in 2014 found similar 
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results.  “When looking at the last institution attended for borrowers in default, the 
majority (61%) was enrolled in for-profit institutions.  The remaining 39% of the 
defaulters attended public or private nonprofit institutions” (Hillman, 2014, p. 180).   
 
 
 
  
Figure 4.  Comparison of FY 2013 Official National Cohort Default Rate Calculated 
August 6, 2016 
Source for data: US Department of Education data from 2016. 
 
 
 
For-profit institutions treat education as a private good or commodity and students 
as consumers.  They offer a no-frills, businesslike approach with non-traditional 
campuses, standardized curricula, and flexible academic calendars that can accommodate 
busy schedules of its students by offering night and weekend courses.  For-profit 
institutions are also able to respond quickly to market changes.  They provide targeted, 
in-demand programs for students interested in newly developing career fields (Deming, 
Goldin, & Katz, 2015).        
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Critics claim that for-profit institutions use massive deceptive and aggressive 
sales operations strategies to target low-income, minority, and first-generation college 
students (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013).  These institutions also have low or non-
existing admission standards to take advantage of this underrepresented group (Best & 
Best, 2014).  The Government Accountability Office (GAO) conducted an undercover 
investigation which found that some of these deceptive recruitment strategies include 
advising prospective students that he or she can earn a yearly income of $250,000 as a 
barber and that they will not be required to repay the student loan debt (McGuire, 2012).  
Investigators were repeatedly called after completing an information request form online.  
In fact, one investigator was called over 180 times in one month by a recruiter.  Other 
examples of commonly used recruitment strategies include failing to provide accurate 
information concerning the college’s costs and graduation rates (Deming, Goldin, & 
Katz, 2013).  
These recruitment techniques are extremely effective.  Between the years 1998 
and 2008, enrollment in for-profit institutions rose by 225%.  By the end of 2008, nearly 
20 million students were enrolled in for-profit institutions.  The number of students 
doubled to 40 million between the years 2008 and 2010 due to the increase of online 
institutions.  In fact, more students enroll in courses at online for-profit institutions than 
colleges and universities with physical campuses (McGuire, 2012).    
Since the federal government does not require an institution to allocate a specific 
percentage of its budget toward education, for-profit institutions can spend more money 
on recruitment than on educational instruction.  In fact, studies have shown that 
approximately 25% of an institution’s revenue is spent on sales and marketing (Deming, 
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Goldin, & Katz, 2013). Some for-profit institutions even obtain more federal Title IV 
funding than is spent on their entire institutional expenses (McGuire, 2012). 
Students at these colleges and universities do not have sufficient financial literacy 
to understand and appreciate the costs associated with obtaining a degree at the for-profit 
institution (Serna, 2014).  Therefore, for-profit institutions can collect higher tuition and 
fees than their nonprofit counterparts.  “The average tuition [at for-profit educational 
institutions] is more than four times higher than the average in-district tuition at a public 
two-year college and 67% higher than the average in-state tuition at a public four-year 
institution” (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2015, p. 2).  Studies have also revealed, "students 
that attend and graduate from programs at for-profit institutions have much larger debt-
burdens upon exit, have higher levels of loan-default, and after six years have higher 
levels of unemployment and lower pay relative to students at non-profit institutions" 
(Serna, 2014, p. 76). 
For-profit institutions obtain their profits by minimizing per-student expenditures 
while maximizing student debt (McGuire, 2012).  Studies have revealed that as the 
federal government increases its subsidy provided to students, for-profit and private 
nonprofit institutions raised their tuition price nearly one dollar for every dollar of 
available federal financial aid (Jaquette & Hillman, 2015). Upon completing college over 
71% of the class of 2012 owed more than $25,000 (Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Moreover, 
approximately, 39% of student loan borrowers are graduating with unmanageable debt.  
Therefore, it is not surprising that "of the more than four million borrowers who entered 
repayment between October 2010 and September 2011, 475,000 (10%) defaulted on their 
student loans before September 2012" (Webber & Rogers, 2014, p. 102). 
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Unfortunately, the economic returns to students who attend for-profit institutions 
are extremely poor (deMause, 2012).    While the for-profit college or university may be 
nationally accredited, many of the programs offered at the institution are not accredited.  
Since the institution itself is accredited, the student is eligible to obtain federal student 
loans.  However, since the program is not accredited, the student is ineligible to take 
licensing exams (deMause, 2012).  Therefore, the degree is not worth any more than the 
paper on which it is written.  Without receiving a degree in an accredited program, a 
student is unable to obtain employment within the field to allow him or her to repay the 
federal student loans.  Former Secretary of Education Arne Duncan stated: “For-profit 
colleges must be a stepping stone to the middle class.  But too many hard-working 
students find themselves buried in debt with little to show for it” (Deming, Goldin, & 
Katz, 2015, p. 15).  In fact, studies have shown that “defaulters who attended proprietary 
institutions cited unemployment as the cause for default (83%) in higher proportion than 
defaulters who attended other types of institutions” (Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 
2009, p. 24).   
 Open admission policies at for-profit institutions.  Studies have shown that for-
profit postsecondary college and universities have a high admission rate but also have a 
higher cohort default rate.  “Although a higher admissions yield may indicate an efficient, 
goal-oriented admissions process, it does not necessarily indicate more academically 
prepared applicants” (Webber & Rogers, 2014, p. 114).  Since for-profit institutions do 
not receive endowments or private funding, they rely heavily on federal student loans to 
keep them afloat.  Therefore, they accept a greater number of students.  However, since 
they have lower admission standards, their student population tends to have greater 
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academic deficits and need numerous student support services.  Unfortunately, the 
students’ needs for services are unable to be met because of the institution’s limited 
budget (Webber & Rogers, 2014).       
 Fewer student services at for-profit institutions.  Numerous studies have 
revealed that an increase in student services, such as tutoring, offered at a college or 
university has a direct correlation with lower default rates.  A study conducted by 
Webber and Ehrenberg in 2010 found that an institution’s increase spending in the area of 
instruction, academic support, and student services resulted in a higher graduation and 
retention rate (Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Similarly, a study conducted by Gross, Cekic, 
Hossler, & Hillman in 2009 revealed that an increase in student services, institutional 
investment, and instructional support leads to a decrease in student loan default rates 
(Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009).  The justification for these findings is that low-
income and minority students often attended substandard primary and secondary schools 
and require additional support services to excel within postsecondary educational 
institutions (Mulhere, 2014; Webber, & Rogers, 2014).  Therefore, schools that have 
lower admissions standards and a greater number of students receiving federal student 
loans must begin allocating more funds to student services.  Unfortunately, this allocation 
rarely occurs (Webber & Rogers, 2014).    
 Fewer financial literacy programs at for-profit institutions.  Studies have 
revealed that institutional financial literacy programs, including financial aid counseling 
and curriculum-based initiatives, have a direct correlation on a borrower’s knowledge 
concerning student loan repayment options and default rates (Hillman, 2014; Webber & 
Rogers, 2014).  Without these programs, many low-income and minority first-generation 
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college students do not obtain the financial literacy concerning numerous governmental 
initiatives, such as income-based repayment, to avoid default (Hillman, 2014). 
Literature Stream 3:  Student Loan Default Rates Impact on Borrowers and the 
United States Economy 
Unlike the other literature streams, there has been little research concerning the 
effects of student loan default on borrowers and the United States’ economy. While the 
consensus is that default has a devastating effect on a borrower, there is dispute 
concerning what effect if any it has on the United States’ economy. 
Student Loan Default Impact on Borrowers. 
 College graduates with student loan debt have delays in marriages, starting 
families, purchasing homes and vehicles, lower net worth, and reduced retirement savings 
than those graduates without student loan debt (Elliott & Nam, 2013; Gage & Lorin, 
2014).  A study revealed that 63% of borrowers had difficulty making large item 
purchases, while 43% of borrowers delayed starting a family because of their student loan 
debt (Michaud & O’Brien, 2015).    
Home equity comprises 64.5% of the nation’s wealth (Elliott & Nam, 2013).  
However, student loan debt has a negative effect on home ownership.  In fact, 75% of 
individuals delayed purchasing a home because of their student loan debt (Michaud & 
O’Brien, 2015).  Therefore, it is not surprising that college graduates without outstanding 
student loan debt have nearly three times the net worth of student loan borrowers.  This 
equates to $185,996 reduction in net worth, $134,000 reduction in retirement savings, and 
$70,000 reduction in home equity (Elliott, Grienstein-Weiss, & Nam, 2013).   
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The consequences are more shocking when examining the impact of student loan 
debt on low-income families.  A study revealed that “outstanding student loan debt made 
up 24% of household income for households with income less than $21,044 in 2010, 
while it made up 7% for households with incomes between $97,586-$146,791, and 2% 
for households with incomes $146,792 or more” (Elliott & Nam, 2013, 406).   
 The effect of student loan debt is dire for borrowers in default.  Student loan 
default often results in garnishment of wages, withheld income tax refunds and Social 
Security benefit payments, irreparable damage to credit history, denial of professional 
licenses, and ineligibility for additional federal financial aid and military enlistment 
(Harrast, 2004; Mitchell & Ensign, 2012; Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Since FICO credit 
scores are used by banks and other lenders to establish credit limits and interest rates on 
loans, such as mortgages, student loan default rates contribute to the racial and 
socioeconomic stratification of income and wealth (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013).  
Student Loan Default Impact on United States Economy 
“Broad societal access to higher education is thought to provide certain civic 
benefits, such as increasing the population’s ability to participate in democratic 
institutions, developing future leaders, addressing shortages of skilled or educated 
workers, and promoting American competitiveness in scientific and technological 
development” (McGuire, 2012, p. 124).  Therefore, it is argued that for-profit educational 
institutions create social good by offering educational opportunities to low-income 
minority students that attended substandard primary and secondary schools and do not 
meet the rigorous standards necessary for entry into tiered colleges and universities 
Socio-Economic Impact  35  
(McGuire, 2012).  However, when students incur significant student loan debt with little 
to show for it, what social benefit is obtained from these for-profit institutions?   
 Over seven million borrowers require more than $68 billion in federal loans and 
another $20 billion in private educational loans each year to obtain their dream of 
achieving a post-secondary education (Stokes, 2010).  On the list of consumer debt, 
student loan debt ranks second underneath mortgage debt.  Between 2003 and 2011, the 
amount of student loan debt exceeded the total amount of credit card, home equity, and 
auto loans (DiMaria, 2013). 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.  Comparison of various debt levels within the United States 
(Phillips, 2012). 
 
 
 
 A study conducted by the Federal Reserve Bank of New York Study in March 
2012 revealed a quarter of all student loan borrowers were behind on their payments 
(deMause, 2012).  William Brewer, chair of the National Association of Consumer 
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Bankruptcy Attorneys, advised Washington Post that based on these findings, student 
loan default could be the “the next debt bomb for the U.S. Economy”  (deMause, 2012, 
para 3).  Brewer has predicted the student loan default crisis will create a chilling effect 
on the United States economy.  As borrowers’ credit scores fall, there will be a decrease 
in home and new-car purchases, as borrowers will not qualify for mortgages or additional 
loans.  This decreased spending, in turn, will reduce the nation’s Gross Domestic Product 
(Gorman, 2015).  Parents that co-sign the student loans will not be able to retire and 
collect social security benefits because of the student loan default.  Brewer is not alone in 
his belief.  Economist, Leighton Hunley and Jonathan Glowacki, stated that if the bottom 
falls out of the student loan industry, the United States economy will experience a ripple 
effect in the market, which can result in the next subprime crisis (DiMaria, 2013). 
 Dean Baker, co-director of the Center for Economic and Policy Research refutes 
the fact that the student loan default will have an impact on the United States economy 
similar to the mortgage meltdown in 2008.  Although he agrees that a borrower’s lower 
credit scores will reduce his or her ability to purchase a home or new vehicle, Baker 
argues that Americans will continue to spend 4 to 5% of their wealth each year.  This 
influx of cash into the economy will protect against another economic recession.  He 
further argues that student loan default is currently only over 1 trillion dollars, which is 
significantly less than the $20 trillion housing market peak (deMause, 2012).  In order to 
produce an economic meltdown, similar to the mortgage crisis of 2008, more than 50% of 
all student loans must be in default.  While this is unlikely to occur, the full impact of 
student loan default is unknown (DiMaria, 2013)         
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Synthesis of the Literature Streams 
Minority groups already burdened by the failure of substandard primary and 
secondary schools have in many instances found themselves unable to matriculate 
into tiered institutions, due to low grades and poor SAT or ACT scores (Gross, 
Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 2009; Mulhere, 2014).  In many cases, for-profit 
institutions with open admission, higher tuition cost, and few resources for student 
retention and employment fill this void.  Based on a current Department of 
Education study, students attending for-profit institutions are two to three times 
more likely to default than students attending non-profit colleges and universities 
(deMause, 2012).  
Furthermore, it is estimated that within the next decade there will be an increase 
in low-income and minority students attending for-profit educational institutions.  Many 
of these students will be without family support.  Therefore, these students will tend to 
rely heavily on student loans to obtain their academic pursuits.  
As the American higher education landscape changes to a more brown and black 
demographic, Congress must establish safeguards to protect against fraudulent and 
deceptive practices of for-profit institutions.  Many scholars believed that without these 
safeguards, many individuals of color would be stratified by debt incurred in college 
without means to repay those loans.  This, in turn, would equate to higher default rates. 
Studies have shown that African American communities are facing the harsh 
penalties of student loan default at a much higher rate of than their white and Asian 
counterparts.  Since student loan default results in garnishment of wages, withholding of 
income tax refunds and Social Security benefit payments, and irreparable damage to 
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credit history preventing individuals from applying for additional federal financial aid, 
military enlistment, business loans, and mortgages, default rates contribute to the racial 
and socioeconomic stratification of income and wealth (Harrast, 2004; Mitchell & 
Ensign, 2012; Jackson & Reynolds, 2013; Webber & Rogers, 2014).  For these 
communities already plagued by high unemployment rates and poverty, the consequences 
of default are devastating.  
Summary 
 A review of the literature has identified a gap in the research related to the impact 
of student loan debt on the African American borrowers’ ability to make major life 
decisions five years after graduating from the University of Phoenix.  Several studies 
have addressed the characteristics of borrowers and institutions with high default rates.  
In addition, research has been conducted to address the impact of student loan default on 
the individual borrower as well as the United States economy and methods that are being 
employed to reduce the high default rates.  However, there are no studies that analyzed 
the impact of student loan default rates specifically on African-Americans within low-
income communities located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  The review of the literature 
provides the context for this proposed qualitative case study, which analyzes the long-
term impact of student loan debt on African-American borrowers that graduated the 
University of Phoenix in 2011 or 2012. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
 A gap in the research exists concerning literature focusing on the impact that 
student loan debt has on African Americans who reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and 
graduate from the University of Phoenix.  The purpose of this qualitative case study 
research was to examine the socio-economic impact of student loan debt on African 
Americans who reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania five years after obtaining a degree 
from the University of Phoenix.  To gain an understanding of this issue, the research 
study focused on answering the following research questions:  
1. What factors influence an individual’s decision to attend the University of 
Phoenix?   
2. How does the student services offered at the University of Phoenix 
prepare its graduates to repay their student loan debt?  
3. How does student loan debt associated with attending the University of 
Phoenix impact African American borrowers’ ability to make major life 
decisions, such as purchasing a home or starting a family?   
4. How does obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix serve as a 
vehicle for African-Americans from marginal communities that want to 
improve their socio-economic lives?  
Chapter 3 will outline the qualitative research study’s design and methodology in 
sufficient detail in order to be reproduced by other researchers.  This chapter begins with 
a discussion of the site and population of the research study, including any potential 
issues regarding access to the site.  Next, the research design and rationale are explained 
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to allow the reader to understand why this specific design was selected and how it 
complements the research. The research methods section details the data collection 
strategy, phases of data collection, instruments of data collection, and the data analysis 
procedures.  Finally, this chapter will discuss the ethical considerations that will be 
followed to obtain approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB).    
Site and Population 
Population Description  
The participants were ten African American male and female federal student loan 
borrowers who reside within the inner city of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and obtained an 
Associate’s Bachelor’s, Master’s or Doctorate Degree from the University of Phoenix in 
2011 or 2012.  African Americans were selected because prior studies have revealed that 
they owe more student loan debt and have higher default rates than any other race. 
Studies have shown that African Americans have a default rate that is five times greater 
than Caucasian college graduates and nine times greater than Asian graduates (Kitroeff, 
2014).  Therefore, to examine why student loan default rates are more prevalent within 
the African American community, the study excluded all other racial groups.   
The participants started the University of Phoenix after 2006.  The University of 
Phoenix was selected for two reasons.  First, the university has physical offices in 
Philadelphia.  Second, it is among the top ten schools that receive the largest amount of 
Title IV funding from the federal government (Kantrowitz, 2009).  The year 2006 was 
selected because the federal government abolished the 50% rule, which allowed for-profit 
institutions to offer 100% of its curriculum online, that year (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 
2012).   
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The purposive homogeneous sampling method was utilized to obtain the 
participants.  This sampling method involves “sampling individuals, groups, or settings 
because they all possess similar characteristics or attributes” (Onwuegbuzie, & Leech, 
2007, p. 112).  The main advantage of this sampling method is it allows the researcher to 
identify the sub-population with unique homogenous characteristics. Furthermore, this 
sampling method assisted in identifying targeted African American federal student loan 
borrowers that are affected by poverty and attended poor performing primary and 
secondary schools, which led to their enrollment into the University of Phoenix.  This 
sampling method was used to determine the inclusion criteria.  Individuals that did not 
meet the criteria were excluded from the study.  
Site Description   
This was a non-site specific study since the participants graduated college at least 
five years ago.  Philadelphia was selected due to its large minority demographic, 
socioeconomic plight, and history of failing primary and secondary schools.  Philadelphia 
is the sixth-largest city in the United States, with approximately 1.553 million 
people.  The United States Census has revealed that African Americans represent 41.8% 
of Philadelphia County’s population.   The median income in Philadelphia is $36,836. 
(City Data, 2015).  When broken down into race, the median household income for 
African-Americans is $26,728 as compared to $42,425 for Caucasians.  The poverty rate 
for African-American families in Philadelphia is two and a half times that of Caucasian 
families.  Furthermore, the unemployment rate among African-American residents of 
Philadelphia is 17.7%, which is triple that of the current 5.4% nationwide (Philadelphia 
Socio-Economic Impact  42  
Works, 2016).  Based on these statistics, Philadelphia is a prime recruiting ground for the 
for-profit institutions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Figure 7.  Income Distribution in Philadelphia, PA (City Data, 2015) 
 
 
 
Site Access   
Since this is a non-site specific research study, there were no issues with site 
access. 
Figure 6.  Race in Philadelphia, PA (City Data, 2015) 
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Research Design and Rationale 
The research was structured and based on the qualitative research method design 
and utilize the case study approach.  The qualitative design was selected because it allows 
the researcher to interview the subjects to learn their impressions and opinions, from both 
the psychology and social aspects, and obtain a detailed in-depth analysis of the socio-
economic impact of student loan debt on African Americans five years after graduating 
from the University of Phoenix (Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark, & Morales, 2007).   
 This was an instrumental case study that sought to obtain an extensive and in-
depth examination of the contemporary phenomenon of student loan debt within the real-
life context of African American alumni from the University of Phoenix.  The researcher 
used a well-defined integral and rigorous methodology based on Robert K. Yin’s case 
study approach. Yin argues that case studies must be both practical and readable while 
retaining strength, depth, and detail of the structure of the research (Yin, 2014).   
The case study approach is one that is presented as straightforward while giving 
the research participants a voice and ultimately examining the depth of the research 
presented within the study. The use of Yin’s research approach served as a guide for the 
researcher’s case study to present a sound methodology that will stand up to strict 
scrutiny, and questions of validity and reliability (Yin, 2014).     
Research Methods 
List of Methods used 
Three methods were used to gather qualitative data concerning the impact of 
student loan debt on African Americans within Philadelphia, Pennsylvania who attended 
the University of Phoenix.  These three methods are direct interviews using semi-
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structured questions, focus groups, and artifact review.  By utilizing these three methods, 
the research ensured validation of the data collection through triangulation.  
Description of Each Method Used 
 Semi-structured interviews.  Semi-structured face-to-face interviews with ten 
members of the targeted population were conducted to obtain a greater understanding of 
each participant’s live experience.  In a semi-structured interview, the questions are open-
ended and flexible.  While the questions were guided by a list of predetermined 
questions, additional questions may develop based on a participant’s individual response.  
The semi-structured interview protocol contained forty-four open-ended questions.  (See 
Appendix A).   
The interviews focused on gathering qualitative data concerning the socio-
economic impact of student loan debt on the individual.  Each of the ten participants was 
interviewed one time over a 60-minute period.  The interviews were recorded via video 
and secondary voice recorder to ensure accurate collection of information obtained 
during the interview process.  The video and voice recorder were transcribed after each 
interview to assist in the data analysis.  Participants of the study were provided a copy of 
the transcription to make any necessary corrections.  Field notes were also taken 
concerning the researcher’s observations and thoughts concerning the participants’ 
opinions, behaviors, facial and body gestures, and attitudes.  The field note protocol tool 
included descriptive notes taken during the interviews.  (See Appendix B).  These field 
notes, which complimented the video and voice recordings in the data analysis process, 
were maintained by the researcher.   
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Focus groups.  Participants were invited to attend one of two focus group 
sessions after completing the semi-structured individual interview.  Each focus group 
discussion occurred with approximately five members of the targeted population and was 
conducted over a 90-minute using a video conferencing application. The focus groups 
were guided by the researcher and based on semi-structured open-ended questions.  The 
focus groups allowed the researcher to expand upon themes developed during the 
interview portion and served as a validity check for data previously gathered.  The focus 
groups were recorded via video and secondary technology with the permission of all 
participants.  The video was later transcribed to assist in data analysis.  Field notes were 
taken concerning the researcher’s observations and thoughts concerning the participants’ 
opinions, behaviors, and attitudes. 
Artifact review.  Review of artifacts was essential to support the data collected 
during the interviews and focus groups.  During the artifact review, the researcher 
examined documents produced by the participants during the individual interviews.  The 
documents included transcripts, default papers, as well as family budgets.  All artifacts 
reviewed were documented on an artifact log, which allowed the researcher to not only 
list the individual artifact but also the researcher’s reflective and descriptive notes.  (See 
Appendix C).  
Stages of Data Collection 
The entire data collection process occurred over a period of seven weeks.  
Beginning in February 2017, the targeted population was invited to participate in the 
research study by flyers, direct mailings, newspaper postings, emails, and postings on 
social media sites, such as Facebook and LinkedIn.  The notice and email provided 
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details to the study participants of the research study’s objective, the participant’s 
eligibility requirements, remuneration, and procedural safeguards.  (See Appendices D 
and E).  Individuals were required to meet the following three criteria for participation in 
the study: (1) be an African American student loan borrower; (2) graduated from 
University of Phoenix with an Associate’s, Bachelor’s, Master’s, or Doctorate Degree in 
2011 or 2012; and, (3) live in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
Individuals that replied to the notices and emails received an initial phone call 
from the researcher to confirm that they meet the participation requirements, to discuss 
the informed consent process and to encourage each participant to bring an artifact to the 
interview for the document analysis portion of the study.  Upon agreeing to participate in 
the research study, each participant was provided the informed consent form and advised 
about the process used to protect his or her privacy.  They were also advised of the right 
to withdraw from the research at any time or reason.  (See Appendix F). 
According to the federal regulations, legally valid written informed consent was 
obtained from all research participants.  The informed consent document provided 
participants with information concerning the research procedures, the study's purpose, the 
anticipated duration of the subject's participation, the approximate number of subjects 
involved in the study, and the foreseeable risks and projected benefits (AERA, 2011; 
Belmont Report, 1979).  The participants were advised of the specific mechanisms that 
have been devised to protect their identity and the confidentiality of the research records.   
The steps taken to protect confidential information, including the disposition of recorded 
material were clearly explained.  Moreover, the informed consent advised the research 
participants that their participation was completely voluntarily and that they may 
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withdraw or decline to answer specific questions at any time during the research process 
(AERA, 2011; Belmont Report, 1979).    
The informed consent document was prepared to ensure that the participants 
comprehend it.  Therefore, information was presented in an organized fashion, and 
clearly written on a sixth- grade reading level.  The participants were allowed as much 
time as they required to read and consider the document.  Moreover, any technical terms 
were plainly defined. Participants were also provided the email and phone number of the 
researcher in case there are any questions concerning the form, the research, or their role 
in the research study (American Educational Research Association, 2011; Belmont 
Report, 1979).           
Individual semi-structured interviews were scheduled via phone and email for a 
time and place convenient for the participant.  Interviews occurred over a sixty-minute 
period.  The interview protocol and field note template were utilized to document 
responses to interview questions as well as the researcher’s observations.  At the end of 
the interview, the artifact review occurred.  Descriptive and reflective notes concerning 
the artifact were documented on the artifact log.  Following the individual interviews, 
participants were placed randomly into one of two focus groups that occurred over a 
ninety-minute using a video conferencing application. The focus groups focused on 
exploring themes developed during the interview portion.  Following each interview and 
focus group, the video and voice recordings were transcribed by hand by the researcher.  
Table 1 demonstrates the timeline for the study. 
The budget for this research study was approximately $750.00.  This accounted 
for both planned and unplanned expenditures. Each participant was paid $50.00 for his or 
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her time and effort for participating in both the individual interview and focus group 
session.  Additional costs of the research study included purchasing copy paper and ink, 
as well as refreshments for the one-on-one semi-structured interviews.  
 
 
 
Table 1.  Timeline for Study 
Activity Date 
Doctoral committee proposal review and 
approval 
December 15, 2016 
IRB certification February 15, 2017 
Organization for housing data February 15, 2017 
Recruitment of participants February/March 2017 
Field research – participant interviews February/March 2017 
Field research – artifact review February/March 2017 
Field research – focus groups March 2017 
Data analysis April 2017 
Report findings (Chpt 4 &5) April/May 2017 
Defense May 2017 
 
 
 
Data Analysis Plan 
After the data collection process, an analysis of all data collected was conducted 
by winnowing the data using the descriptive and in vivo coding techniques to find 
emerging themes and patterns.  The descriptive coding technique allowed the researcher 
to summarize the primary topics of the excerpts, while the in vivo coding technique 
utilized the research participant’s own words to allow the reader to understand the 
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participant’s reality (Saldana, 2013).  After the initial coding had been completed, Second 
Cycle Pattern Coding was performed to develop the meta-code, which is “the category 
label that identifies similarly coded data” (Saldana, 2013, p 209).  The analysis process 
focused on identifying codes, categories, subcategories, themes, and concepts from the 
handwritten transcripts, artifact logs, and the researcher’s field notes.    
The researcher conducted the coding using a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data 
Analysis program (CAQDAS).  By conducting both First and Second Cycle coding, it 
ensured that the researcher identified and managed the essence of the passages and 
recorded pertinent concepts and themes. Once the data were winnowed, codes were 
generated and categorized based on their shared characteristics (Saldana, 2013).  This 
analysis assisted the researcher in addressing the research questions posed in the study.    
Ethical Considerations 
Any research study involving human subjects must receive approval from the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB).  Federal regulations have clearly defined the terms 
“human subject” and “research.”  A human subject is defined as "a living individual 
ABOUT whom an investigator (whether professional or student) conducting research 
obtains (1) data through intervention or interaction with the individual, or (2) identifiable 
private information." (45 CFR 46.102(f)(1),(2)).  Research is defined as "a systematic 
investigation including research development, testing, and evaluation, designed to 
develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge" (45 CFR 46.102).   
The IRB review process is designed to protect the rights and welfare of human 
subjects by ensuring that the basic ethical principles specified in The Belmont Report, 
which include respect for the person, beneficence, and justice, are not being violated 
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within the current study (Belmont Report, 1979).  Since the current study focus on 
obtaining human subject participants' opinions and views concerning student loan debt as 
it relates to their experience having attended a for-profit institution, IRB approval was 
obtained before the study was conducted and all Drexel University’s IRB requirements 
were strictly followed. 
To ensure compliance with the ethical considerations expressed within the 
Belmont Report and outlined by the American Education Research Association (AERA), 
the researcher provided a thorough analysis in developing the interview questions as well 
as the informed consent document, balancing the risks and benefits of the study, and 
ensuring confidentiality (AERA, 2011; Belmont Report, 1979).   The primary ethical 
concerns for the research study were ensuring the privacy, confidentiality, and 
anonymity.  Therefore, at the beginning of the study, each participant was randomly 
assigned a pseudonym to protect his or her identity.  Additionally, because of the 
minority ethnic group and socio-economic backgrounds of the participants, special care 
was exercised by the researcher to ensure the participants do not feel exploited, coerced 
or pressured to participate in the study.  
Reliability and Validity Issues 
As a researcher, it is essential that data collection techniques are as unbiased as 
possible.  Therefore, the research study’s questions were carefully developed to ensure 
that they are not biased or slanted towards a particular research finding.  Moreover, all 
data has been presented in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, regardless if it contradicts the 
researcher’s own opinion on the subject matter. 
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Risks and benefits to participants  
The study had minimal risk to the research participants.  Participation was 
voluntary and topically does not endanger the participants.  Procedures were in place to 
ensure that the data collection techniques were unbiased and the participants’ information 
was kept confidential (Belmont Report, 1979).    
The research study is beneficial to the research study participants as well as 
members of the low-income and minority communities that are considering obtaining a 
postsecondary degree.  Through participation in the study, several research study 
participants became aware of student loan debt repayment options, such as the income-
based repayment plan, which they were not aware of and that will assist them from 
defaulting on their student loans.  Potential students will be better informed when 
selecting a postsecondary institution and applying for student loans to attend a for-profit 
college or university. Members of the community may begin thinking about student loan 
debt in a way that they had not previously considered before reading the research report.  
Measures to Secure Participant Confidentiality 
  A violation of a participant’s confidentiality could have a negative impact on the 
participant's psychological, social, or economic status.  Therefore, it is essential that 
safeguards be in place to prevent unauthorized access to the data collected.  (AERA, 
2011; Belmont Report, 1979).  For the current research study, the transcribed data is 
housed on a password-protected, equipped with fully encrypted hard drives, and 
connected to the Internet via a Virtual Private Network (VPN) to protect the information 
provided by the research participants.  All direct identifiable information has been 
removed and substituted with pseudonyms.  The pseudonym list is being kept separate 
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from the data file and stored on an encrypted, password-protected flash drive.  The data 
on the password-protected hard drive, and the pseudonym list can only be accessed by the 
researcher and supervising professor.  All confidential information and data will be 
destroyed three years after the conclusion of the research study.  
Summary 
This qualitative case study sought to determine the impact of student loan debt on 
African American students that attended University of Phoenix in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  A case study qualitative research design was utilized to learn the 
participants’ impressions and opinions, from both the psychology and social aspects, and 
obtain a detailed, in-depth analysis of the socio-economic impact of student loan debt on 
their lives five years after graduating from the University of Phoenix.  The target 
population for the study was ten African American student loan borrowers that graduated 
from University of Phoenix with an Associate’s, Bachelor’s, Master’s, or Doctorate 
Degree in 2011 or 2012 and live in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  
The data collection was conducted using direct interviews using semi-structured 
questions, focus groups, and artifact review to insure reliability and validity of the results 
utilizing the triangulation validation strategy.  Data analysis was conducted using 
descriptive and in vivo techniques as well as second cycle coding.  Finally, this chapter 
concluded with the ethical considerations that were followed throughout the research 
study.    
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
 This chapter discusses the findings, results, and interpretations of the qualitative 
case study.  It begins with a review of the study’s purpose statement and research 
questions.  The chapter then provides a thorough description of the ten research 
participants involved in the study.  Pseudonyms have been used to accompany the 
participant feedback to preserve the individual’s privacy.  The findings, which were 
gathered through analyzing data collected through the semi-structured interviews, focus 
groups, artifact review, and field notes, are laid out with rich descriptions.  Next, this 
chapter discussed the results and interpretations of the study based on the findings 
presented and the literature review.  Finally, the chapter concludes with a summary of the 
chapter’s key points. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this qualitative case study research was to examine the socio-
economic impact of student loan debt on African Americans who reside in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania five years after obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix.  The 
study sought to obtain an understanding of the experiences of University of Phoenix 
alumni concerning how their education and student loan debt has affected their lives 
since graduation.   
Research Questions 
 The following questions guided the research: 
1.)  What factors influence an individual's decision to attend the University of 
Phoenix?  
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2.) How do the student services offered at the University of Phoenix prepare its 
graduates to repay their student loan debt? 
3.) How does student loan debt associated with attending the University of Phoenix 
impact African American borrowers’ ability to make major life decisions, such as 
purchasing a home or starting a family? 
4.) How does obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix serve as a vehicle 
for African-Americans from marginal communities that want to improve their 
socio-economic lives? 
Participant Demographics 
 The participants in this study included ten African American student loan 
borrowers that graduated from the University of Phoenix and lived in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  The participants ranged in age from 33 years old to 46 years old.  The 
median age was 39.3 years old.  There were four male participants and six female 
participants.  Two participants received Associates Degrees.  Four participants received 
Bachelor’s Degrees.  Three participants received Master’s Degrees.  One participant 
received a Doctorate Degree.  Five participants received their degree in 2011 while the 
remaining five participants received their degree in 2012.  Table 2 provides detailed 
demographic information for each of the study’s participants.   
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Table 2.  Detailed Participant Demographic Data 
Identifier/ 
Pseudonym 
         Age       Gender Degree 
Obtained 
Year Degree 
Obtained 
  Angela              37          Female  Bachelor’s      2012  Brandon             42         Male Master’s     2011  Linda  36         Female Associates     2011  Donna             39         Female Master’s     2012  Michael             46         Male Doctorate     2012  Renee             39          Female Bachelor’s     2012  Jennifer             41          Female Bachelor’s     2011  Natasha             33          Female Associates     2012  John             45          Male Master’s     2011  David             35          Male Bachelor’s     2011              
 
 
 
Findings 
 The findings presented in this chapter represent the culmination of this research 
study which was conducted using the qualitative case study approach to field research 
and in data analysis.  From the data collection process, which consisted of semi-
structured interviews, focus groups, artifact reviews, and field notes, six major themes 
emerged.  These themes are: 1) The University of Phoenix uses aggressive sales 
strategies; 2) The University of Phoenix has low admission standards; 3) The University 
of Phoenix provides flexible nontraditional classes for students; 4) The University of 
Phoenix has extremely expensive tuition; 5) The University of Phoenix lacks in 
institutional resources for students; and, 6) Society has negative attitudes and beliefs 
toward for-profit institutions.  Figure 6 provides a visual representation of these six major 
themes along with their respective sub-findings.  These themes will be discussed in detail 
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throughout this chapter and will provide a basis for the recommendations discussed in 
Chapter 5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 8.  Major themes and sub-findings of study 
 
Major Themes and Sub-Findings 
University of Phoenix uses aggressive sales strategies 
•Constant pressure to enroll in academic programs by enrollment counselors 
•Deceptive sales practices that targeted low-income minority students 
University of Phoenix has low admission standards 
•Admission does not require specific GPA for undergraduates 
•No admission or standardized testing required 
University of Phoenix provides flexible nontraditional classes 
•flexible online classes based on an individual's schedule 
•Poor quality of instructors 
•Class structure 
•Technological advances 
University of Phoenix has excessively expensive tuition 
•Students have more than $65,000 in debt 
•Exuberant student loan payments 
•Struggling to prevent defaulting on student loans 
University of Phoenix lacks in institutional resources for students 
•Lacks sufficient financial aid counseling and advisors 
•Inadequate career services department 
•Nonexistant tutoring services 
Society has negative views toward for-profit institutions 
•Graduates have found an inability to obtain employment with a for-profit undergraduate degree 
•Participants have been unable to transfer credits to a program at another college or university 
•Participants have difficulty being accepted for advanced degrees at tiered colleges and 
universities based on having an undergraduate degree from University of Phoenix. 
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The University of Phoenix uses aggressive sales strategies 
Participants discussed two main factors that led them to select the University of 
Phoenix compared to a local state or private college or university.  These two factors 
were constant pressure to enroll in academic programs by enrollment counselors and 
deceptive sales practices that targeted low-income minority students. The following 
sections detail participants’ accounts of their experiences with the University of Phoenix 
enrollment counselors. 
 Constant pressure to enroll in academic programs by enrollment counselors.  
All of the participants described the University of Phoenix’s aggressive sales strategies, 
which included frequent phone calls and emails.  As Michael recounted, “Once the 
University of Phoenix knew that you were interested in learning about one of their 
academic programs, they would not stop harassing you until you enrolled at the 
university.”  David stated, “The enrollment advisors put a lot of pressure on you to enroll.  
One advisor called me for every day for a few months before I finally gave in and 
enrolled at the college.”   Renee, Brandon, Angela, and Linda recalled similar 
experiences.    
 
I worked at a non-profit organization that was facilitating a youth event at 
a local high school for children to look at colleges. University of Phoenix 
was one of the schools there.  The recruiter for the University of Phoenix 
kept talking to me.  I told him that it was not the right time for me.  But, he 
was persistent.  He followed me wherever I went and asked for my 
information.  He kept reaching out to me.  He constantly called.  It was not 
a one-time deal.  He was persistent.  He seemed to genuinely care about 
my future and success as a black woman.  Because of his encouragement 
and effort, I signed up.  (Renee) 
 
University of Phoenix has extremely aggressive sales and marketing 
practices. If they get your e-mail address, you will receive daily email in 
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your inbox.  If they get your phone number, you can guarantee you will 
receive calls on a daily basis.  (Brandon) 
 
A recruiter called me constantly for an entire year. I even received calls 
and emails on my birthday and holidays.  I truly believed they cared about 
my future. After being a student, I realized that they don't care about you, 
your family, or your situation. They only care about numbers and money. 
(Angela) 
 
Based on class makeup, the school targeted African Americans.  We were 
the majority.  Black students were approached by recruiters.  You reach 
out one time, and the recruiter doesn’t let go.  They make it hard for you to 
say no.  They even say that they will pay for your first year if you attend 
the college straight out of high school.  (Linda) 
 
Deceptive sales practices that targeted low-income minority students. It was 
not just the constant phone calls and emails that resulted in the participants enrolling in 
the university, participants described in detail how the university preys on low-income 
minority students.  Donna recognized the university’s target of minority students was 
obvious in the classroom composition.  In fact, she stated that throughout her education at 
the University of Phoenix, many of her classes were made up of approximately 70% of 
African American students.  She thought that was unusual. 
Deceptive practices used by enrollment counselors include lying about job 
placement, the financial cost of the programs, and accreditation.  Each participant 
explained in detail the deceptive practices utilized to encourage him or her to enroll at the 
University of Phoenix.  As David stated, “the University of Phoenix tells potential 
students a bunch of lies and sells dreams that the school will never deliver them to get 
them to enroll.”  Below are some of the deceptive practices that were utilized to entice 
the participants to enroll at the University of Phoenix. 
I enrolled in the Associate’s Degree in health care administration with a 
focus on pharmacy practice, because my academic counselor assured me 
that I would be able to take the Pharmacy Technician Certificate Exam 
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(PTCE) and obtain a job for pharmacy technicians. I could later transfer 
my credits into a Bachelor’s program at any college within the state. I was 
lied to and accrue over $30,000 worth of tuition without a job in this field.  
This was a worthless 3 ½ year education just to be a pharmacy technician.  
I am 33 years old and unable to buy a house or move out of my 
neighborhood in North Philadelphia, which is very dangerous, due to this 
debt nor will I ever be able to obtain my career goals.  I depended on the 
University of Phoenix to help me improve my future. (Natasha) 
 
This school targets low-income African-Americans who wish to improve 
their lives. They lied about how much my loans would be and how long 
the program would be.  I was quoted $16,000 and less than two years to 
complete, a little over a year later it went up to over $27,000 and over two 
years.  I am even more upset that I got my brother to enroll in this 
university.  He never graduated and now has credit issues and is in default.  
(Linda) 
 
They prey on low-income minority families and sell you this dream of 
improving your life. They get you excited about your future by enrolling 
in their overpriced courses. However, in the end, you find out they lied to 
you by charging higher prices than they quote in the beginning and not 
being able to find a job to pay back the debt. (Angela) 
 
The University of Phoenix only cares about money. They don’t care about 
providing you with an education.  Enrollment counselors focus only on 
achieving their performance goals and are less trustworthy than a used car 
salesman. They target individuals from poor minority neighborhoods.  
They will say about anything to get you to enroll in the university 
including straight up lying to you.  They will even make you feel 
worthless about not having an education if you try to back out. (Michael) 
 
The school lied and inflated its statistics. I had no idea about accreditation, 
student loans, or alumni network, so I believed what I was told and 
enrolled in the college. I should have done more research before applying 
but I was naïve, and my main focus was hurrying up through school to 
enter my field, move out of my West Philadelphia community, and make a 
better life for my family. (David) 
 
I was promised a "scholarship refund" upon enrolling with the school if I 
maintained a specific GPA and graduated by a certain date. At the end of 
my program, the school would not reimburse me for the "scholarship 
refund" even though I met all requirements. (Jennifer) 
 
I wanted to pursue a degree in psychology. When I spoke to the 
admissions counselor, I was told the school was accredited, and I could 
work in the field as a counselor.  Based on this information, I took out 
Socio-Economic Impact  60  
large amount of student loans for my degree, which I have not been able to 
use since I can’t be licensed. (Renee)   
 
The admission counselors state they accept work experience and 
certifications towards credits.  I was specifically advised before enrolling 
that my certification in Six Sigma would count as nine credits needed for 
the degree. However, they refused to accept those credits, which delayed 
me completing my degree.  I only learned about the credit shortage when I 
applied to graduate. (John) 
 
I was lied to about how much my education would cost when I enrolled.  I 
only found out the true amount once my funds hit my account.  I then went 
over my account summary to see how much I was actually charged and 
what is being taken away from my financial aid. I tried to speak with the 
financial aid counselor, but they did not care.  (Donna) 
 
When I enrolled in the university’s MBA program, I was advised that the 
University of Phoenix is accredited.  While it does have a general regional 
accreditation, it doesn’t have the right accreditation. It’s not accredited by 
AACSB, which is needed for an MBA. That is the only one that matters.  I 
didn’t find this out until I was near the end of my Master’s Degree.  These 
credits will not transfer to an AACSB accredited school.  So I was left 
with a worthless degree.  I later researched the accreditation for other 
programs at the college and found similar accreditation problems.  
Nursing programs should be approved by NLNAC, which the University 
of Phoenix does not have.  (Brandon) 
 
The University of Phoenix has low admission standards  
 In conjunction with the University of Phoenix’s aggressive marketing skills, 
another key concept that attracted students to attend the university was low admissions 
standards.  To enroll in an Associates or Bachelor’s Degree at the University of Phoenix, 
the applicant must be at least 16 years old and earned a high school degree, GED 
equivalent, or foreign secondary school equivalent.  For entry into a Master’s Degree 
program, the applicant must have an undergraduate degree from an approved regional or 
national accredited college or university; and a cumulative GPA of 2.5 (on a 4.0 scale).  
To enroll in the Doctorate Program, the applicant must have a graduate degree from an 
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approved regional or national accredited college or university; and a cumulative GPA of 
3.0 (on a 4.0 scale). (University of Phoenix, 2017). 
All of the participants who earned an undergraduate degree (whether an 
Associates or Bachelor’s) found the low admissions standards very enticing.  All six 
participants that obtained an undergraduate degree stated that they did not feel their high 
school prepared them for college.  On average, their grades averaged a “C” or “D.”  They 
had never taken an advanced placement or college prep class during high school.  
Moreover, they either performed poorly on the SAT or never took it.  As David 
commented, “It was amazing.  Their admissions standards are so laid back that you have 
to be a comatose to be turned down.” 
I was not a good student in high school; I never took the SAT, so I didn’t 
think that I could get into a real college. When I spoke to the enrollment 
counselor and found out that I could attend the University of Phoenix with 
my low grades, I began to see a brighter future for my family. (Natasha)  
 
I went to a poor performing Philadelphia high school.  I was in remedial 
classes.  My grades were mostly “C”s and “D”s. The University of 
Phoenix did not care about any of that.  To enroll in an undergraduate 
program, there was not an entrance exam or a minimum high school GPA.  
As long as I was breathing, and over 16, I was accepted. (Linda) 
 
While the low admissions standard was initially appealing to applicants, 
several participants reported frustration in the long term by the fact that the 
University of Phoenix accepts anybody that applies.  Renee stated, “Many times I 
found myself frustrated by the level and quality of input from the other students. 
Some of my classmates didn't even understand the use of caps much less sentence 
structure.” Angela stated, “It was common to encounter classmates who can 
barely read.”  These complaints were not limited to the undergraduate programs.    
Brandon reported, “I was initially excited that I could enroll in the MBA program 
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with a 2.54 undergraduate GPA and not take the GMAT. But as with anything 
with no entry requirements, it isn't worth shit.”   Based on these low admissions 
standards, many of the participants believed that society did not take their degrees 
serious. 
Employers won’t hire people with degrees from the University of Phoenix 
because they are seen as a diploma mill that will accept anybody. I hate to 
say it, but I don’t know how some of my classmates finished high school.    
(Jennifer) 
 
The University of Phoenix provides flexible and nontraditional classes 
Participants discussed four main components of their classroom experience at the 
University of Phoenix.  These factors were: flexible classes that work around their 
schedule; inexperienced teachers; lack of individual accountability; and, technological 
advances.   The following sections detail the participants’ account of their experience 
within the classroom setting at the University of Phoenix. 
Flexible classes that work around a student’s schedule.  The research 
participants voiced the fact that the for-profit institution offered flexible on-line classes 
that worked around their schedules as an important factor in their decision to attend the 
University of Phoenix.  Of all the issues addressed, this topic was the most relaxed in 
nature.  The majority of the research participants (8 out of 10) were working adults, who 
needed to have their class schedule work around their busy schedule of balancing work, 
children, and family commitments.  Therefore, they believed that a typical non-profit 
university that only offers classes at a designated time was not an option for them.  The 
participants appeared proud of being able to balance work, family commitments, and 
school. The examples below recall some participants’ decision for selecting a for-profit 
institution.  
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It was very flexible. There were a lot of options.  You can take classes   
online or in the classroom.  There is flexibility to take breaks.  I had to 
take some time off to move.  It is also geared toward continuing adult 
students.  Class time can be scheduled around children’s schedule and 
work life. (Renee) 
 
My decision to continue my education at a for-profit institution was based 
on time constraints.  I wanted to attend graduate school but had a family 
and didn’t have a lot of time to spend away from home. At the time my 
children were very young, and I needed to set my own schedule.  I was 
sold by the commercial that described the 6 a.m. scholar.  (Brandon) 
 
I chose University of Phoenix because it was convenient.  It was my only 
choice.  It is one of the best online programs.  They have the online 
program down to a science.  That was a huge draw.  You can do it at any 
time of the day as long as you follow their program.  I worked two jobs 
and have three kids. So my schedule would not allow me to attend a 
regular university. You can participate at midnight or 2 p.m. in the 
afternoon.  (Angela) 
 
Not everyone can get into a brick-and-mortar graduate program, and many 
times this is due to their personal circumstances. People have jobs, kids, 
other obligations. They don't have time to study for the GRE or attend 
classes in the traditional format. The University of Phoenix provides an 
alternative path to obtain an education. (Donna) 
 
The University of Phoenix accepts almost anyone as a student, but it is up 
to the student to be the best student they can. I maintain a 3.7 GPA while 
working two jobs and supporting a family. (Michael) 
 
Not everyone is ready to enter college after high school. In my case, I got 
pregnant at 14 years old.  By the time I was 22, I had four children.  I 
wanted to continue my education, but my family obligations made 
attending class on campus impossible. So, I had the option of not going to 
school or doing it online. (Natasha) 
 
As an older student, I did not want to go to the traditional colleges and 
take courses that wasted my time and had nothing to do with my major. 
The University of Phoenix excludes unnecessary courses and focuses on 
the basics of what is needed for a career in the field. (Jennifer) 
 
 Poor quality of instructors.  One aspect that all ten participants agreed upon was 
the poor quality of instructors.  The instructors are working professionals that have little 
to no experience teaching a course.  Most of the time was spent talking about their 
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careers instead of the subject matter.  Therefore, the participants found that they learned 
very little, if anything, in the classroom.  Moreover, many of the participants believed 
that the instructors have little investment in the success of their students instead are only 
there to collect a paycheck.  This lack of experience and investment was found through 
all academic programs from Associates through the Doctorate Program. 
Professors are not Ph.D. recipients but working professionals within the 
field. The professors did not lecture or teach from a textbook.  So, you 
miss the element of a professor teaching from a textbook.  Instead, he or 
she spoke about their day and what happened in the office.  The quality of 
the teachers was definitely not worth the cost of the course. (Donna) 
 
I attended a class where the instructor didn't interact with the students for 
the first part of the course. Students were asking questions, participating in 
discussions, and she had no comment. I complained to the school and 
asked to withdraw from the class because I was not getting a good 
education with this instructor. However, I was told that I would be charged 
for the class if I withdrew.  I had no choice but to suffer through the class. 
(Renee) 
 
The instructors are not actual professors. They do not know how to teach, 
and assignments have nothing to do with the degree plans. I was taking 
certification classes, but all I was doing was working in a group on 
material that was unrelated to passing the certification exam. (Linda) 
 
The teachers are not qualified, and the students have to deal with it to get 
the degree. I thought that I could learn on the job, but you need to pass the 
state tests to get the credential to even get a job.  I graduated but was not 
able to pass the certification test. I had to use YouTube to learn the 
information I was supposed to learn during my courses at the University of 
Phoenix. (Natasha) 
 
I began a Ph.D. in Higher Education program at the University of Phoenix 
on-line in March of 2006. I did not have any difficulties until it was time 
to work on the dissertation. Around that time, the University of Phoenix 
announced the program was being discontinued. It was very difficult to 
come up with a committee. Just about everyone I asked to join my 
committee either did not have availability, wasn't interested, or just simply 
did not respond. When I finally obtained a supervising professor, she was 
not engaged in the process because of her obligations outside of the 
university and the number of students she was working with. Because of 
the issues with my supervising professor, it took me six years to complete 
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the degree.  (Michael) 
 
Since the professors were not active during class periods, it was not surprising 
that the professors were unavailable for students to contact to discuss a problem with the 
readings or the assignments after class.  Natasha stated, “I did not feel like I had support 
from my professors. I could not even contact professors when I had a problem.”   John 
found that “if you ask questions, the instructor will either ignore you, answer you with 
another question, or be so vague you have no real answer.  Donna and Angela had similar 
experiences.  Donna stated, “You don’t have a professor to answer your questions.”  
Angela reported, “You are basically on your own.”      
 Class structure.  The research participants discussed the classroom experience as 
being nontraditional.  Instead of lectures and tests to determine an individual’s 
knowledge of the subject matter, grading was based on online discussion posts and group 
projects, which were referred to as learning teams.  
The concept of learning teams had mixed reviews from the participants.  Four of 
the ten participants enjoyed the group projects or learning teams because they were poor 
test takers or enjoyed the real-world experience of working with others to complete an 
assignment. 
Learning teams are part of the learning model. You have to work with 
others on group projects. You to have to work through class problems with 
your learning team to reach a finished product.  It gives you good practice 
for working in the real world. (John) 
 
However, the remaining participants were less enthusiastic about the group 
project concept.    As Linda recalled, “group projects were always difficult due to the 
differences in classmate schedules and level of effort in completing the project.” Donna 
stated, “Everything is done in groups. To get four or five working adults to coordinate 
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schedules is asking a lot.”  Jennifer described, “Many group members just didn’t care 
about the working on the project.  So, the group’s grade would rely on one or two 
members that cared about their GPA.” Similar experiences of Angela, Natasha, and 
David are described below.   
The group projects are a nightmare because other students often do not 
care about their grades and the instructors will not grade projects 
individually.  Since I did care about my GPA, I would work up to the 
deadline trying to do my team members’ sections just to save my own 
grade. (Angela) 
 
I was taking online classes because I have a full-time job and four kids.  I 
don't have time to meet people two or three times a week to work on a 
project. A lot of times the other group members wanted to meet a couple 
of times a week, which I could not do.  This led to conflict with my group 
members.  (Natasha) 
 
The learning teams are a horrible idea.  You do not get to select your 
group members for a project, which can last the entire course. Your grade 
is based on the group’s work. So if they do poor work, you can expect a 
bad grade. The only way you can ensure getting an “A” is doing the work 
of four or five people yourself.  (David) 
 
The concept of discussion board posts had similar mixed reviews.  Angela recalls 
that the discussion boards were more challenging than being in a brick and mortar 
classroom.  “You have to be part of the class, ask questions, and participate in discussion 
boards every day.  You are graded on grammar, content.  It’s more in-depth than a 
traditional classroom because you must participate.”  Michael echoed that sentiment.  “It 
requires much more discipline than just showing up every day. With the bulletin boards, 
you usually have to participate.  You interact and get to know your classmates more 
online than you do in a physical classroom.” 
 
However, Jennifer disagreed with these sentiments. 
 
The majority of the class is plagiarizing information for their postings 
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from information they find online.  In one class, a student plagiarized 
every single post throughout the course, but nothing was done about it.  
Even though the professor knew it was plagiarism. (Jennifer) 
 
Many participants mentioned that minimal effort was required to successfully 
pass a class with a grade of A or B.  Brandon stated, “The MBA program was very easy. I 
could complete my readings and posts within a few hours. The classes focus on things 
that you already know. The professors are not teaching new information or skills.”  Renee 
found, “In several classes, I literally learned nothing of value.  Instead, the classes would 
simply repeat what I learned in prior classes.  They even had identical final assignments.”  
David reported, “You can cheat your way through the degree.  One of my classmates was 
caught plagiarizing a paper, but the school did nothing to address the issue.  In fact, the 
student received an A in that class.”    
In several of my online courses, I learned more on my own than I did 
through the professor. I took a business class with one tiny book. That was 
it. The class focused more on learning how to use your computer than on 
business issues.  It was ridiculous that students in an online course do not 
know how to use a computer. (Jennifer) 
 
Technological advances.  The technological advances of the University of 
Phoenix’s online classes had mixed reviews from the participants.  While several 
participants recalled the institution’s use of attending classes online, via phone, or mobile 
application was a huge draw, others complained about the technical problems of the 
online system.   
Angela stated, “I was on business trip, but had school work to do.  I was able to 
participate in class from my phone.”  Donna also praised University of Phoenix’s mobile 
app.  However, three of the ten participants described having numerous technical 
problems with the online system.  Natasha stated that the university’s online program was 
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very disappointing.  “It was horrible.  I spent several hours trying to get online.  The 
computer would crash when I tried to provide homework or submit papers.”  Renee 
reported that there were monthly technical problems that prevented students from 
entering the classroom.  “Tools were not working, and no one would fix them, but you 
will be billed for the course resource fee.”  
The online classroom sites would often not load for two to three weeks in 
a row. I believe if I spend thousands of dollars on an education, I should 
be able to access the course materials, and that issues should be fixed 
promptly when the school is notified. However, that did not happen.  I am 
in debt for a partial education.  (John) 
 
The University of Phoenix has extremely expensive tuition.   
All research participants described the University of Phoenix as being excessive.  
This theme was made quite clear as the research participants disclosed varying degrees of 
debt with the lowest amount being $27,000 for an Associates’ Degree.  David stated, “the 
price they charge for obtaining an online degree is insane. You are essentially paying 
$1500 per class. The source materials alone are a few hundred dollars.”  Jennifer 
expressed similar feelings towards the university.  “The cost is ridiculous for a degree 
many employers don't even recognize. You can’t even drop classes because they have 
you pay upfront for the year. This is not the case at other colleges.”  Renee also 
mentioned “it was excessively expensive. After the fact, I thought I could have paid less 
for this education.” 
All of the participants described their student loan debt as being unmanageable in 
that it exceeded 8% of their gross monthly income.  Brandon reported having student 
loans of $74,000 for his Master’s Degree at University of Phoenix.  Jennifer stated, “I 
graduated in 2011 with a Bachelors that is a useless piece of paper, and I owe over 
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$70,000.”  John reported completed an Associates, Bachelors, and Masters at the 
University of Phoenix and now being over $100,000 in student loan debt. Donna 
explained that she also owes more than $100,000 in student loan debt.  Angela stated, “I 
paid $1600 every eight weeks while attending school.  Plus, I have student loans in the 
amount of $76,000 for the bachelor’s degree.” 
All of the research participants described having difficulty in repaying their 
student loans based on their yearly wages.   Half of the participants reported going into 
default since graduation. 
I am in default.  I am probably going to jail.  I can’t afford it.  I owe more 
than $100,000.  I tried to defer it.  My husband isn’t working.  And, I work 
for a nonprofit organization.  The payments are more than my paycheck. 
(Donna) 
 
I completed my Bachelor’s degree and somehow managed to accumulate 
over $70,000 in student loans. I was lied to about having to repay the loans 
and now I'm so far in debt that there is no way out. I cannot afford to 
repay my student loans debt, so I defaulted a few years ago. (Jennifer) 
 
This was a very emotional topic for all participants.  All of the participants 
described in detail their daily struggles in paying bills.  Angela stated, “I am managing to 
pay my student loans but the payments are exuberant.  I can’t defer them.  I work for 
nonprofit.  They reduced my payments but it’s half my mortgage.”  John stated, “I had 
difficulty paying student loans but did not default.  I had to make significant changes to 
save my credit report.  I wanted to open my own business, but that is impossible now.”  
Others spoke about how their excessive student loan debt delayed or left them 
regretting their decision to pursue home ownership.  Brandon responded, “I had bought a 
home before attending the University of Phoenix; however, if I knew my repayment 
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would have been so high, I would have waited to buy a home.”  Six other participants 
stated that their student loan debt prevented them from buying a home.   
I owe 120,000 dollars, and I have three kids. I can’t buy a house because 
my debt to ratio is too high because of student loans. I can’t start a new 
business because I’m poor and have a 590 credit score. (David). 
 
My husband also attended the University of Phoenix; we have over 
$180,000 in student debt combined. We defaulted on our student loans.  It 
will take years to repair our credit.  At this point, my credit score is only 
325.  We will probably never be able to purchase a home. (Jennifer). 
   
Five participants also expressed that their student loan payments have prevented 
them from making major life decisions, such as getting married or pursuing additional 
schooling.  Renee stated, “I am engaged and want to get married.  But, I do not want to 
put the burden of my student loan debt on my fiancé.  I also can’t financially afford a 
wedding because I have over $70,000 in student loan debt and cannot even find a good 
job.”  Linda stated, “I want to start a family.  I am almost 40 years old. My biological 
clock is ticking.  However, because of my student loan debt, I can barely afford to 
support myself.  There is no way I could support a baby with the cost of child care, 
diapers, etc.”  Angela reported, “Debt has prevented me from obtaining additional 
school.”  Donna explained, “I would love to get my doctorate degree, but financially I 
cannot even afford to pay back the loans that I have.  I don’t want to put my family 
deeper in the hole.”  Furthermore, none of the ten participants have been able to start 
saving for retirement.  As Natasha stated, “I need to afford to pay my bills and eat now, I 
can’t think about the future.”   
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The University of Phoenix lacks institutional resources for students (i.e. job 
placement services, tutoring and financial counseling).   
The lack of career services, tutoring/academic advising, and financial counseling 
became a uniformed theme voiced throughout the individual interviews and focus group 
sessions.  Of all the questioning, this subject drew the most anger, as well as the most 
authentic responses.  John stated, “All of the student services department, like financial 
aid, career services, academic advising was a complete and utter nightmare. The 
university never gave a damn. It cost me a couple of jobs.” 
University of Phoenix was willfully inadequate in all aspects of student 
services.  In the four years that I attended college, I was never provided 
career or tutoring services.  University of Phoenix never provided me with 
any information on student loans other than how to get them. (Jennifer) 
 
It's almost impossible to speak to someone in student services when you 
have a question.  When you finally get a live person on the phone, they act 
like you are bothering them. I spent a lot of money on my education you'd 
think people at your school would help you. (Renee) 
 
 Career Services.  While the educational programs were geared toward working 
adults, the participants stated that the institutions maintained inadequate career services 
departments that did not assist in the career search.  As Natasha exclaimed, “What’s the 
point of an education without any assistance on career placement?” Brandon explained 
that “while the University of Phoenix claimed to have a career services department, it 
was willfully inadequate and only provided a website with a list of companies and jobs.” 
John echoed this statement.  “The only assistance that the University of Phoenix provided 
in regards to career placement was a referral to an alumni website with low playing jobs 
for warehouse workers or CNA.”  
Most universities have career service departments where people help with 
writing your resume and recruiters interview on campus. Isn’t that pretty 
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common practice? I have heard about students interviewing on campus 
with companies for summer internships and jobs after graduation.  The 
University of Phoenix does not offer any of that. (David) 
 
I went to University of Phoenix for my bachelors, spent $70,000 for the 
degree, and haven't gotten a job out of this.  It surprised me that Phoenix 
doesn't have any real career connection type outlets for all that money I 
spent. (Jennifer) 
 
  Brandon stated, “Not only did Phoenix not help me obtain a new position but I 
feel that I would have progressed within my company a lot faster if I had attended a not-
for-profit school.”  Renee mentioned that “I was laid off right after graduation and the 
University of Phoenix did nothing to help me find a new job.”  Linda reported that “I had 
contacted the University of Phoenix about employment and they told me I wasn’t 
qualified to be an administrative assistant.” Eight out of the ten remaining participants 
agreed that the university did not assist them in obtaining employment to climb the 
corporate ladder.  They were unable to obtain a position, which would provide them with 
greater pay or benefits than they had before beginning their educational pursuits at the 
for-profit institution.   
 Academic Advising.  The participants expressed a range of problems with their 
academic advisors from placing them in the wrong classes, accidentally withdrawing the 
student from classes, failing to provide accurate information, to being rude and 
disrespectful to students.  The excerpts below describe participants’ experience with their 
academic advisors at the University of Phoenix.    
I enrolled at the University of Phoenix in the Human Resources program.  
My academic advisor talked me into a degree in Management with a 
concentration in Human Resources.  My classes were strictly management 
with nothing to do with Human Resources.  After graduation, I was unable 
to obtain a position within a company’s Human Resources department 
because I did not meet the required educational background. (David) 
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The academic adviser I had dropped me from an online class on the very 
last day. I did all of the assignments, but the instructor forgot to mark my 
attendance for two classes.  I emailed the academic adviser asking about 
why I was dropped but never received a response.  (Angela) 
 
I had to take a leave of absence for a family emergency.  After three years, 
I went back to the University of Phoenix to finish up my Associates 
Degree. After I started back in classes, I was told I had to retake numerous 
classes. How is this possible? I took these classes at the University of 
Phoenix, and my academic program did not change.  I had to extend my 
graduation timeline to repeat classes that I already took.  (Linda) 
 
I had a family emergency. I contacted my academic advisor several times. 
He never returned my calls instead my account was submitted to a 
collections agency, which claimed I owed $2,600 to the University of 
Phoenix.  I looked at my enrollment status on the computer and it was 
listed as "withdrawn."  I never withdrew from the school.  I found out later 
that the university sent my loans back to the lender and I had to pay a 
return to lender fee for funds that I didn't use. (Jennifer) 
 
Academic Advisors bully students to keep them in classes they don’t want 
or can't afford and when the money runs out and the student can’t take out 
any more student loans, they're forced to drop out or find alternative 
payment methods. (Natasha) 
 
 Financial Services. The student service that grew the largest number of 
complaints from the participants was financial services.  The financial aid department 
was described as willfully inadequate in all aspects from explaining the financial 
component of the education to students to obtaining loans and grants to disbursements to 
customer service.  Moreover, if there is an issue with payment for a class, the student’s 
account is immediately turned over to a collection agency instead of the university 
attempting to resolve the issue with the student itself.  The sections below detail the 
numerous problem areas with the University of Phoenix’s financial aid services 
department.  
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 Explaining the financial component of the education to students.  Six of the ten 
participants expressed frustration with not being explained the financial component of 
their education at the University of Phoenix.  The participants were first generation 
college students, who did not have anybody outside of the University of Phoenix to 
explain to them what financial information they should be aware of before enrolling in 
college.  Therefore, they were easily misled by the financial advisors who did not tell 
them the entire cost of the educational program or how much money they needed to 
borrow.  Furthermore, all participants discussed that they were not provided any 
information concerning student loan repayment plans upon graduation. 
My financial counselor told me to take out the maximum amount of 
federal student loans so there would be enough money in my account. I 
listened to him and borrowed the maximum amount each year.  I was 
never told how much my classes would cost or ways to repay the debt 
upon graduation. (Jennifer) 
 
The initial amounts I was quoted by my financial counselors were not the 
same as the total amount that came due at the end of the program. 
Unfortunately, the financial aid process was so complex that while I 
received financial statements when attending college, I didn’t understand 
them.  Nobody explains the statements or how I was to repay the debt after 
I graduated.  (Angela) 
They school has you sign loan papers but do not explain any of their terms 
to you or how much you have to repay.  At the end of your academic 
program, you do not receive any financial counseling to discuss your 
repayment options. (Renee) 
 
They encourage you to take out what you think you may need but will not 
give you the cost of your academic program.  You are never given a 
breakdown of the costs of the program. They just recommend that you 
make additional cash payments in case the student loan does not cover the 
cost of all your classes. (David) 
 
 Applying for and obtaining loans and grants.  Another issue that participants had 
with the financial aid department was the process of applying for and obtaining loans and 
grants.  The participants, who did not understand the process of applying for financial 
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aid, frequently depended on the University of Phoenix to assist them in the process.  
Multiple participants mentioned that the financial aid counselors often delayed the 
submission of the forms.  Brandon stated, “It took them three months to process my 
FAFSA form.”   Natasha mentioned, “The finance advisor held on to my information for 
two months before submitting it for my Pell Grant because she lost my paperwork.”  For 
two of the participants, Angela and Jennifer, this delay caused them a great deal of 
money. 
Despite submitting all necessary documents to the financial aid 
department months before the submission date, I missed the Pell Grant 
deadline. This is because my financial aid advisor dragged his feet and 
used the excuse of being busy and understaffed. (Angela) 
 
My counselor screwed up my paperwork for finances for a semester. 
When I finish my classes, I found out I owed a large amount of money to 
the university for the classes. When I confronted my counselor, he told me 
that he did not submit my financial aid paperwork on time. However, if I 
wanted my degree, I needed to pay out of pocket for the classes in addition 
to my student loan debt.  If I did not pay for the classes within 30 days, my 
account would be submitted to a collection agency. (Jennifer)  
 
 Disbursements.  A major frustration of all the participations was that a student’s 
financial aid was not being placed properly into their student accounts, and charges were 
not being taken care of properly.  The financial aid disbursements were provided to them 
several months after the university received the funds from the lender.  Michael stated, 
“Schools are required to disburse money to students no later than 14 days after receiving 
the funds, but the University of Phoenix never disburses them until at least 90 days, 
which is about the same time the next disbursement would arrive.” 
Participants discussed the hardship of waiting for the disbursement, which was 
often needed to assist in purchasing supplies, such as laptops for class, and support their 
family.    Angela stated, “They held my funds for several months after I submitted all my 
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paperwork.  I needed the money. I was a single mom of three, and it was over the 
holidays.”  
Participants discussed the waiting period would extend to five or six months for a 
disbursement.   Renee reported, “I had to wait for close to six months to even receive the 
extra funds from loans because my advisor did not manage my funds properly.”  Several 
other participants detailed similar experiences. Linda stated, “While a disbursement 
should be received after every four classes, students often went five to seven months 
without receiving one.”  Jennifer found that “The financial aid could take anywhere from 
five to seven months. You are never given updates.  When you contact the financial 
counselor, he doesn’t have any information on when you will receive your funds.”  
I was in school five months and still didn't receive my financial aid. When 
I spoke to my financial aid advisor, she said that funds would be in my 
account in a few days.  Months would go by before I would receive it.  If I 
asked about it, I was told that they were having trouble with their financial 
aid system. (Donna) 
 
 
It was a constant battle to receive my financial aid funds. Any time the 
university owed me money I had to call every day for months before I got 
it because they need to review your account every time they owe you 
money. (John) 
 
 Customer service.  Another area of frustration of participants concerning the 
University of Phoenix’s financial aid department was the unprofessionalism of the 
financial advisors who failed to properly address the students’ concerns.  The participants 
also discussed the online account system being willfully inadequate in updating the 
student on the status of the financial aid accounts.  Brandon reported, “Every time that I 
asked for the cost of education and credits awarded, I would get a runaround. Every time 
I logged in the web, I would receive a message that my financial aid is under review.”  
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Natasha stated, “My financial aid advisor repeatedly told me the wrong information.”  
Renee echoed this sentiment.  “I would ask the same questions to several different 
financial aid advisors and receive a different response depending on who answered the 
question.” 
The financial aid department is nothing but a headache. You can't get into 
your account or receive a straight answer from the financial counselors.  
Your account could be in "review" for several months. They constantly 
asked you to email and fax information over and over again because they 
lost it the first time. (Angela) 
 
The financial aid advisors are never available by the phone and will not 
call back if you leave a message. Policies are vague, and the staff is not 
helpful. Loan and payment schedules are confusing.  Meetings with 
financial advisors are misleading.  Instead of explaining the process of 
student loans, the students are pressured into taking more financial aid 
than needed. (Michael) 
 
My financial aid was mishandled. I contacted my financial advisor, the 
manager of the financial department, and the director of the financial 
department without getting any answers. Every time I contact them to find 
out the status of my financial aid, I was told they would put in a trouble 
ticket, and it would take ten days before they would find out anything. The 
problem went on for months. (Donna) 
 
The financial advisors were very unprofessional and did not seem to care 
about addressing student concerns. My financial advisor frequently asked 
for an out of pocket payment and refused to even acknowledge my 
questions about my loan options on at least three different occasions. 
(Natasha) 
 
 Collections.  Six out of ten participants described being placed in collections 
without being given any notice.  Participants stated that while the university had their 
accurate home and email addresses as well as phone number, the university did not reach 
out once before sending the participant’s account to collections.  Based on the collection 
account on their credit report, the participants’ credit ratings dropped drastically.   Renee 
stated, “I was sent to collections without any notice that I owe a debt to the University of 
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Phoenix.  They placed the account on my credit report without notifying me of a debt. It 
made no sense.” 
The University Of Phoenix sent me to collections without even notifying 
me that I had an outstanding balance with them. Now I have a negative 
mark on my credit rating. I received daily calls to sign up with the 
University of Phoenix, but none to pay a balance. (Donna) 
 
I needed to take a medical leave towards the end of my last class for my 
Master’s Degree. I called the appropriate departments at the university and 
was told there was no problem in not attending my last class. Shortly 
afterward, I received a very nasty phone call from a collection agency on 
behalf of the University of Phoenix that I owed over $4,000 for the class. I 
find this ridiculous after I spoke with them prior to taking my medical 
leave. (Brandon) 
 
I get a call from a collection agency on behalf of University of Phoenix 
saying I owe them $1400 from a class that I was told would be covered by 
the financial aid. When I called the school they told me since I only took 
one class, I wasn't eligible for financial aid. (John) 
 
They do not work with you and aren’t understanding at all! If you owe a 
balance and cannot pay the balance in full, they will report your case to a 
collection agency a few days later, even though they are suppose to wait 
60 to 90 days. This type of thing can damage your credit! The collection 
agency will harass you for payment every chance they get either by phone 
or by mail. (Jennifer) 
 
Society has negative attitudes and beliefs toward for-profit institutions. 
 After graduating from the University of Phoenix, the participants were 
disheartened to discover how little the degree helped them with obtaining additional 
educational pursuits or employment opportunities.   Participants were also frustrated 
about being looked down upon because they did not obtain a degree from the University 
of Pennsylvania or Drexel University. 
Maybe I don't have what it takes to attend Penn or Drexel, but the 
University of Phoenix allowed me to obtain an education. I worked my 
butt off to obtain my degree.  Now, after obtaining my degree, I am told 
it’s not a real degree.  The degree has not opened any doors for me.  It 
only put $70,000 in debt that I did not have before starting college.  I 
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wonder why I even wasted my time. (Jennifer) 
 
People tend to be so judgmental and arrogant. Anyone who goes to school 
to better themselves should be praised. Maybe I won't be Vice President or 
CEO of an organization, but I should not be dismissed simply because I 
attended the University of Phoenix.  (Natasha) 
 
If you consider the amount of money you spend on attending the 
University of Phoenix and the fact that other colleges do not accept the 
credits and most employers do not feel it’s a real degree.  You have to 
wonder was all the hard work worth it.  I don’t think so. I wish I had been 
warned against attending this college. I was virtually debt free before I 
enrolled in the University of Phoenix. (Angela) 
 
 Obtaining additional education.  Four of the six participants that obtained an 
undergraduate degree from the University of Phoenix looked into applying for an 
advanced degree at non-profit, accredited college or university.  However, they were 
dissuaded when they discovered that few if any of their credits would transfer.  This 
would force them to retake several courses from the very beginning.   Natasha, who 
obtained her Associates from the University of Phoenix, looked to obtain a Bachelor’s 
Degree at a traditional brick and mortar school but found out that she would only be able 
to transfer 15 of her 63 credits into the program.  She stated, “I would have been better 
off taking classes at Philadelphia Community College.” 
I attended University of Phoenix for my Associates Degree because it 
worked with my schedule. I was told that when I enrolled that my classes 
would transfer to other schools. But they don’t.  When I transferred to a 
local university, only two of my classes that actually transferred. I needed 
to retake a bunch of prereqs. They were basic courses such as math, 
English, and history. Now I'm $27,000 in student loan debt without 
anything to show for it. (Linda) 
 
I graduated with a Bachelor’s Degree at the University of Phoenix and 
wanted to start a Master's degree at a traditional college.  Even though I 
had a 3.87 GPA, I wasn't accepted anywhere because no "real" school 
considers University of Phoenix a college.  (Angela) 
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 Employment opportunities.  The majority of the participants (8 out of 10) found 
that their degree did not help them with obtaining employment opportunities, especially if 
an individual is switching professions and has no experience in the degree field.  In fact, 
as Linda described “the University of Phoenix is looked down upon by many in the 
business community who see it as a step above a degree mill.  Having a degree from 
Phoenix is an uphill battle in the workplace.”  Brandon echoed that “many businesses 
will not honor your degree and it could cost you a good job opportunity.”  Angela stated, 
“After graduating from University of Phoenix, the company that I have worked at for 
over 12 years told me that they do not accept the degree because the program is not 
accredited.”  
I chose the University of Phoenix because it allowed me to take classes 
around my work and family schedule.  However, even though I have a 
Master’s Degree, I have to work a lot harder to prove myself than my 
coworkers. Despite my hard work, I am constantly being passed over for 
promotions because my degree is not seen as valuable as the degrees that 
my coworkers received at traditional colleges.  (Donna) 
 
I spent $30,000.00 for a two-year program and employers just laugh at my 
degree from the University of Phoenix, and throw my application in the 
wastebasket. I feel like I am in a no win situation. (Natasha) 
 
Maybe I'm just stupid for choosing the University of Phoenix but does that 
mean I should remain unemployed? Being rejected only makes me feel 
like an idiot who is not worthy of being independent or supporting her 
family. (Jennifer) 
The local psychology certification site will not accept my degree because 
University of Phoenix’s program is not up to its standards. Now I am in so 
much debt. I thought attending college would provide me with a satisfying 
career that would allow me to support my family.  Now, I can't even 
afford to go to a brick and mortar school. (Renee) 
 
 Two of the eight participants, Michael and John, have found that their advanced 
degree from the University of Phoenix has assisted them in achieving their career goals.  
John stated, “My Master’s Degree from the University of Phoenix really helped me.  
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However, I had been working for my company for over 15 years and only needed a 
Master’s Degree to qualify for a promotion as a technicality.” 
My Doctorate Degree in Education helped greatly in my current job. 
Things that I learned during my program are being applied to real life 
experiences in the workplace. I even obtained a promotion to Director 
while I was working on my Dissertation. I wouldn't have earned the 
position if I had not been working on my education. (Michael) 
 
  Michael attempted to explain the difference between his experience compared to those 
that did not see their degree as being helpful in obtaining employment or a promotion. 
If you have a lot of job experience in a particular field or worked for a 
company for several years and require a specific degree to qualify for a 
promotion, a University of Phoenix degree can help you. If you don’t have 
experience in the field, a degree obtain from Phoenix does not assist you 
in obtaining an entry-level job in the field because you are competing with 
individuals with degrees from places like Penn, Drexel, or Temple. 
(Michael) 
Results and Interpretations 
 
 This portion of the chapter focuses on the results of the research study obtained 
from the themes and sub-findings discussed above, as well as an interpretive discussion 
of each result.  The four results of this study that were identified are: 1) The University of 
Phoenix tends to target low-income and minority communities; 2) The majority of the 
Philadelphia public schools do not adequately prepare their students to be competitive 
and matriculate into tiered universities and colleges, which allows the University of 
Phoenix to appear as an attractive alternative to obtaining a higher education; 3) The 
University of Phoenix graduates are left with exorbitant student loan debt without 
institutional resources to prepare them to repay the debt upon graduation; and, 4) African 
Americans in this study with a degree from the University of Phoenix have difficulty 
moving up the socio-economic ladder and invest in their communities.  These results and 
Socio-Economic Impact  82  
the interpretative discussion lay the foundation for the specific actionable 
recommendations provided in Chapter 5 of this research study.  
Result 1:  The University of Phoenix tends to target low-income and minority 
communities 
 The participants of the study found that the University of Phoenix offered them a 
glimmer of hope of escaping their low-income neighborhoods.   As Natasha, a University 
of Phoenix graduate with an Associates’ Degree, stated they “sell you this dream” that is 
too good to be true.  They do not just contact the individual on one or two occasions but 
the participants of this study, who felt that the university targeted them because they were 
poor and black, stated that the enrollment advisors took every available opportunity to 
call and email the individuals to convince them to enroll in the university.  Participants 
described the University of Phoenix enrollment advisors contacting them weekly and on 
holidays and birthdays.  However, the enrollment advisors were not just reaching out to 
potential students; they were lying to the participants about what their future could hold 
with a degree from the University of Phoenix.    Since the participants were first 
generation college students, it was easy to lie about the university’s statistics concerning 
graduation rates, accreditation, and the cost of obtaining a degree.  
 The findings of this research study support the prior research conducted by 
McGuire (2012), Deming, Goldin, and Katz (2013), Best and Best (2014), and the 
Government Accountability Office (GAO). During the Government Accountability 
Office’s undercover investigation, investigators were called repeatedly after completing 
an information request form online.  In fact, one investigator was called over 180 times in 
one month by a recruiter.  This practice is similar to those described by the participants of 
Socio-Economic Impact  83  
this study.  Linda stated that she reached out one time and the enrollment advisor would 
not let go or stop contacting her until she signed up at the university.  Renee described 
how an enrollment advisor followed her around a college fair asking for her information.  
Brandon and David described receiving daily phone calls and emails.  Angela even 
received calls and emails on her birthday, after holidays, and on regular occasions for an 
entire year before she gave in and enrolled.  She believed that the enrollment counselor 
cared about her and her family. 
 The GAO investigation also identified numerous deceptive recruitment strategies 
used by for-profit institutions, including inflating a graduate’s yearly income and what 
they would be required to repay after graduation.  While the participants in this study 
were not told they could make $250,000 as a barber, they were told that they could obtain 
a specific career after graduation.  However, the enrollment advisors must have known 
they were dangling a carrot that could never be obtained in front of potential students 
because the programs were not accredited.   While the University of Phoenix is 
accredited, not all of the programs are regionally accredited.  Without proper 
accreditation, an individual will never be able to obtain a position in the field.  As 
Brandon described, he was advised at the time that he enrolled in the university’s MBA 
program that it was accredited; but, it was not accredited by AACSB, which is needed for 
an MBA.  Similarly, nursing programs should be approved by NLNAC, which the 
University of Phoenix does not have.   
 Upon enrolling, Natasha was told that she would be able to sit for Pharmacy 
Technician Certificate Exam (PTCE) and transfer her credits to a bachelor program in 
pharmacy at any public or private college or university.  However, after graduating with 
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her Associates’ Degree, she was unable to accomplish either objective.  When Renee 
spoke to the enrollment counselor about the psychology program, she was told the school 
was accredited, and she would be able to work in the field as a counselor upon graduation 
only to discover later through contacting the local psychology certification center that 
they would not accept her degree because the standards were not up to theirs. 
 Another deceptive practice identified in the GAO investigation, which was used 
by the enrollment advisors at the University of Phoenix with this study’s participants, was 
falsifying the amount that would need to be repaid upon graduation.   Several participants 
found that the initial amounts quoted by financial counselors at enrollment were not the 
same as the total amount due at the end of the program.  In fact, one participant, Linda, 
found the amount of her Associates’ program increased by over 68% from what she was 
quoted at time of enrollment.  Another participant, Jennifer, was promised a "scholarship 
refund" upon enrolling which would wipe out the student loan debt if she maintained a 
specific GPA and graduated by a specific date.  The "scholarship refund" never 
materialized and she is now in default on her loans. 
 When asked how the participants were so easily deceived by the enrollment 
advisors, the answer is simply that they were first-generation college students from low-
income neighborhoods that had nobody to assist them in understanding the college 
selection process or student loan debt.  They were naïve and believed an enrollment 
counselor who appeared to care for the participant’s future. 
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Result 2:  The majority of the Philadelphia public schools do not adequately prepare 
their students to be competitive and matriculate into tiered universities and colleges, 
which allows the University of Phoenix to appear as an attractive alternative to 
obtaining a higher education. 
 Many of the participants stated that they knew that college was vital to their 
family’s future but did not feel adequately prepared to attend college after high school.  
On average, their grades were below standard.  They had never taken an advanced 
placement or college prep class during high school.  Moreover, they either performed 
poorly on the SAT or never took it.  All of the participants attended high school within 
the Philadelphia public school system.   
Philadelphia public school system is one of the worse in the nation.  According to 
the National Assessment of Education Progress (NEAP) Report, Philadelphia public 
schools system’s students lag 7 to 14 percentage points behind in both math and reading 
in 4th and 8th grade levels compared to students nationally.  Moreover, Philadelphia 
public schools consistently scored below similar size cities, such as Cleveland, Detroit, 
Baltimore, and Milwaukee (Mezzacappa, 2013). Without excelling in high school, many 
of the participants believed that attending a tiered college or university was out of their 
reach.  Therefore, the University of Phoenix, which has low admission standards, 
appeared an attractive way to achieve their dreams. 
 Since for-profit institutions, such as the University of Phoenix, do not receive 
endowments or private funding, they rely heavily on federal student loans to keep them 
afloat.  Therefore, they accept a greater number of students (McGuire, 2012; Best & Best, 
2014).  At the University of Phoenix, to enroll in an Associates or Bachelor’s Degree, the 
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applicant must only be 16 years old and earned a high school degree, or GED equivalent.  
To the six participants that received an undergraduate degree from the University of 
Phoenix, this appeared too good to be true.  As David commented, “It was amazing.  
Their admissions standards are so laid back that you have to be a comatose to be turned 
down.” 
However, since for-profit institutions, such as the University of Phoenix, have 
lower admission standards, their student population tends to have greater academic 
deficits and need numerous student support services. Without proper support services, 
these colleges have higher default rates (Webber & Rogers, 2014; McGuire, 2012).  
Therefore, while these students believe they are given an opportunity to achieve their 
dreams, in reality, these institutions are taking advantage of this underrepresented group 
and leaving them burdened with significant levels of student loan debt (Best & Best, 
2014). 
Result 3:  University of Phoenix graduates are left with exorbitant student loan debt 
without institutional resources to prepare them to repay the debt upon graduation 
All of the participants in this study described having unmanageable student loan 
debt, which is defined as more than 8% of their gross monthly income.  The outstanding 
student loan debt for the participants ranged from $27,000 for an Associate’s Degree to 
over $100,000 for Masters and Doctorate Degrees.  A study conducted by Deming, 
Goldin, & Katz in 2015 found that “the average tuition at a for-profit educational 
institution is more than four times higher than the average in-district tuition at a public 2 
year college and 67% higher than the average in-state tuition at a public 4 year 
institution” (p. 2).  A study by Jaquette & Hillman in 2015 revealed that as the federal 
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government increases its subsidy provided to students, for-profit institutions raised their 
tuition price nearly one dollar for every dollar of available federal financial aid. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that upon completing college over 71% of the class of 2012 
owed more than $25,000.  Moreover, 39% of student loan borrowers are graduating with 
unmanageable debt.  (Webber & Rogers, 2014).  This research study contradicted 
Webber and Rogers’s findings in that a 100% of its participants owed more than $25,000 
and graduated with unmanageable debt.  
While the University of Phoenix is excessively expensive, it fails to provide its 
students with student services and financial literacy skills needed to enable them to have 
a clear understanding of their student loan debt and the consequences of student loan 
default.  The participants in this study described the University of Phoenix as being 
willfully inadequate in all aspects of student services from career services, academic 
advising, and financial services. Jennifer, who received her Bachelor’s Degree from the 
University of Phoenix in 2011, stated the only information that she was ever provided on 
student loans during her four years at the university was how to get the loans.  She was 
never counseled about possible repayment options, such as income-based repayment 
plans.  Renee also described how despite spending over $70,000 on her degree, it was 
impossible to speak with an individual within student services departments. 
A study conducted by Gross, Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman in 2009 revealed that an 
increase in student services, institutional investment, and instructional support leads to a 
decrease in student loan default rates.  Studies have also revealed that institutional 
financial literacy programs, including financial aid counseling and curriculum-based 
initiatives, have a direct correlation on a borrower’s knowledge concerning student loan 
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repayment options and default rates (Hillman, 2014; Webber & Rogers, 2014).  This is 
essential especially for institutions, such as the University of Phoenix, that have lower 
admissions standards and target low-income and minority first-generation college 
students who depend on federal student loans to achieve their educational goals.  
However, since the federal government does not require an institution to allocate a 
specific percentage of its budget toward education or support services, for-profit 
institutions, which treat education as a private good or commodity, spend a significant 
amount of money on recruitment while tending to ignore the student services department, 
which includes the all-important financial aid literacy programs.   
 Studies have revealed that institutional financial literacy programs, including 
financial aid counseling and curriculum-based initiatives, have a direct correlation on a 
borrower’s knowledge concerning student loan repayment options and default rates 
(Hillman, 2014; Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Without these programs, individuals do not 
obtain the financial literacy concerning numerous governmental initiatives, such as 
income-based repayment, to avoid default (Hillman, 2014).  The participants in this study 
never received financial counseling.  In fact, many of them stated that they did not 
understand their financial statements or even how much they borrowed to obtain their 
degree.  Therefore, it is not surprising that five years after graduation, half of the 
participants have defaulted on their student loans while the remainder is having difficulty 
in repaying their student loans based on their yearly wages.   This default rate is in line 
with the United States Department of Education statistics, which reveal that students at 
for-profit institutions are more than twice as likely to default on their student loans as 
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students that attend state colleges and universities and more than three times as likely as 
students at private nonprofit institutions (deMause, 2012).  
Result 4: African Americans with a degree from the University of Phoenix have 
difficulty moving up the socio-economic ladder and investing in their communities 
 Former Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, stated “For-profit colleges may be a 
stepping stone to the middle class.  But too many hard-working students find themselves 
buried in debt with little to show for it” (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2015, p. 15).  Previous 
studies have found that tuition rates at for-profit institutions are significantly higher than 
those at public two-year colleges or in state public four-year institutions.  As such, 
students that attend for-profit institutions carry more onerous debt than those that attend 
non-profit colleges and universities (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2015; Webber & Rogers, 
2014). As previously mentioned all ten participants in this study held student loan debt 
exceeding $27,000 with the highest student loan debt exceeding $100,000.    
While this large amount of debt alone can serve as a barrier to climbing the socio-
economic ladder, for many of the participants that attended the University of Phoenix this 
barrier becomes insurmountable due to the lack of program accreditation within their 
degree field.   Since the program is not accredited, the student is ineligible to take 
licensing exams (deMause, 2012).  Therefore, many find that the degree is not worth any 
more than the paper on which it is written.  Without receiving a degree in an accredited 
program, a student is unable to obtain employment within the field to allow him or her to 
repay the federal student loans.   
The participants described how the University of Phoenix enrollment advisors 
boosted their regional accreditation but failed to mention that its programs were not 
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accredited.  To obtain an MBA, a program must be approved by the AACSB. Nursing 
programs should be approved by NLNAC.  The University of Phoenix has neither of 
these accreditations. Two participants, Renee and Natasha, discussed the inability to take 
state certification exams, or transfer credits to a program at another university. Other 
participants discussed the fact that they could not obtain employment because of 
accreditation problems.  In fact, Angela, who obtained a Bachelor’s Degree from the 
University of Phoenix, could not be promoted within her company, where she had 
worked for twelve years because her program was not accredited. 
The excessive amount of debt without being able to obtain employment to pay the 
student loans have left the participants with a burden of debt that has prevented them 
from making major life decisions, such as purchasing a home or starting a family. Studies 
conducted by Elliot and Nam in 2013 and Gage and Lorin in 2014 have shown that 
college graduates with student loan debt have delays in marriages, starting families, 
purchasing homes and vehicles, lower net worth, and reduced retirement savings than 
those graduates without student loan debt.  A study by Michaud and O’Brien in 2015 
revealed that 63% of student loan borrowers had difficulty making large item purchases, 
while 43% of borrowers delayed starting a family because of their student loan debt.    
In this study, the majority of the participants expressed that their student loan 
payments have prevented them from making major life decisions, such as getting 
married, starting a business, purchasing a home, or pursuing additional schooling.  
Angela stated, “I am engaged and want to plan a wedding.  But, I financially can’t do it.”  
Linda stated that she has delayed having a child because of her significant student loan 
debt.  John stated that he wanted to open his own business, but that is impossible now 
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because of his student loan debt.  Several other participants discussed the decision not to 
pursue additional schooling because of their loans.  
While home equity comprises 64.5% of the nation’s wealth, student loan debt has 
a negative effect on home ownership (Elliott & Nam, 2013).  In fact, a study by Elliott 
and Nam in 2013 revealed that 75% of individuals delayed purchasing a home because of 
their student loan debt.  In this study, six participants described that their student loan 
debt had prevented them from purchasing a home.  David candidly explained that he 
owes $120,000 in student loan debt and cannot purchase a house because his debt to 
income ratio is too high and he has a 590 credit score.  Jennifer also explained that she 
would probably never be able to purchase a home because of her poor credit score from 
defaulting on her student loans.  The four participants that were homeowners mentioned 
that the home was purchased before they attended the University and Phoenix and 
regretted that decision since they were having difficulty paying both their mortgage and 
student loan debt. 
Half of the participants in this study were in default while the remaining 
participants faced the daily struggle in paying bills. This excessive debt resulted in the 
delay of marriage, home ownership, and investment in their communities. As a result of 
the high student loan debt and default rates, the participants were unable to invest in their 
community.  This, in turn, leads to socioeconomic and racial stratification. 
Summary 
 Chapter 4 provides a rich, thick description of the lived experiences of African 
American University of Phoenix alumni that reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  It 
presents the collective perceptions of these individuals as told through their own words, 
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allowing the researcher to connect their impressions and opinions to prior literature 
review to create meaning to the complexity of the student loan issue.  The data collection 
using semi-structured individual interviews, focus groups, and artifact review led to the 
development of six central themes.  These findings were: 1) The University of Phoenix 
uses aggressive sales strategies; 2) The University of Phoenix has low admission 
standards; 3) The University of Phoenix provides flexible nontraditional classes for 
students; 4) The University of Phoenix has extremely expensive tuition; 5) The 
University of Phoenix lacks in institutional resources for students; 6) Society has negative 
attitudes and beliefs toward for-profit institutions.    Moreover, four study results were 
derived from these findings.  These results, which were identified and correlated to 
relevant literature, are:  1) The University of Phoenix tends to target low-income and 
minority communities; 2) The University of Phoenix is attractive for adult students 
because it offers flexible and convenient nontraditional classes; 3) The University of 
Phoenix graduates are left with exorbitant student loan debt without institutional 
resources to prepare them to repay the debt upon graduation; 4) African Americans in this 
study with a degree from University of Phoenix have difficulty moving up the socio-
economic ladder.  The findings, results, and interpretations discussed throughout this 
chapter lay the foundation for the recommendations provided in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the long-term socio-
economic impact of student loan debt on African-American graduates of the University 
of Phoenix who reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  This research study focused on 
answering the following questions: What factors influence an individual’s decision to 
attend the University of Phoenix?; How do the student services offered at the University 
of Phoenix prepare its graduates to repay their student loan debt?; How does student loan 
debt associated with attending the University of Phoenix impact African American 
borrowers’ ability to make major life decisions, such as purchasing a home or starting a 
family?; And, how does obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix serve as a 
vehicle for African-Americans from marginal communities that want to improve their 
socio-economic lives?  
 The researcher utilized a qualitative case study approach shaped by Yin (2014).  
A qualitative design was selected because it allowed the researcher to obtain an extensive 
and in-depth examination of student loan debt within the real-life context of African 
American alumni from the University of Phoenix.  The researcher accomplished this task 
by speaking candidly with the participants to learn their impressions and opinions and 
obtain a detailed, in-depth analysis of the socio-economic impact of their student loan 
debt on their lives five years after graduation.  The case study approach was implemented 
to give the research participants a voice to truly understand the depth of the student loan 
debt crisis within their lives.  
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The participants in this study included ten African American student loan borrowers that 
graduated from the University of Phoenix and lived in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  The 
participants ranged in age from 33 years old to 46 years old.  During the years 2011 and 
2012, the participants graduated from the for-profit institution with degrees ranging from 
Associates to Doctorate. 
 The data collection process, which included semi-structured individual interviews, 
focus groups, and artifact reviews, led to the development of six central findings.  These 
findings were: 1) The University of Phoenix uses aggressive sales strategies; 2) The 
University of Phoenix has low admission standards; 3) The University of Phoenix 
provides flexible nontraditional classes for students; 4) The University of Phoenix has 
extremely expensive tuition; 5) The University of Phoenix lacks in institutional resources 
for students; 6) Society has negative attitudes and beliefs toward for-profit institutions.    
Moreover, four study results were derived from these findings.  These results, which were 
identified and correlated to relevant literature, are:  1) The University of Phoenix tends to 
target low-income and minority communities; 2) The University of Phoenix is attractive 
for adult students because it offers flexible and convenient nontraditional classes; 3) The 
University of Phoenix graduates are left with exorbitant student loan debt without 
institutional resources to prepare them to repay the debt upon graduation; 4) African 
Americans in this study with a degree from University of Phoenix have difficulty moving 
up the socio-economic ladder.  
 Following is a discussion of the research study’s conclusions as well as the 
answers to the study’s four research questions, which were based on the experience and 
opinions of the participants.  These conclusions derived from the findings and results 
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described in Chapter 4.  Recommendations for practice and research follow the 
discussion.  The chapter concludes with a summary and final reflection of the researcher. 
Conclusions 
Research Question 1: What factors influence an individual’s decision to attend the 
University of Phoenix?   
 The participants in this study felt like the University of Phoenix specifically 
targeted them for enrollment since they were low-income African Americans first-
generation college students who were not aware of the issues such as accreditation and 
student loan debt.  There were several factors that influence an individual’s decision to 
attend the University of Phoenix.  These factors are: the university’s enrollment advisors 
use of aggressive and deceptive sales tactics; the university’s low admission standards; 
and, the university’s flexible nontraditional class structure. 
 The participants in this study explained that the University of Phoenix’s 
enrollment advisors utilized extremely aggressive sales tactics.  Once an individual 
reaches out once to obtain information about the college, the enrollment advisors can 
obtain the individual’s phone and email information.  The advisors will then call and 
email the potential student on a daily or weekly basis, including holidays and birthdays.  
The advisor will not stop contacting an individual until he or she signs up to attend 
classes at the University of Phoenix. 
 The enrollment advisor is not just reaching out to promote the school but to 
deceive the potential student to enroll to meet the advisor’s performance goals.  As one 
participant described the enrollment advisors are like used car salesman, they will say 
anything to get an individual to sign on the dotted line.  These deceptive practices include 
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lying about graduation statistics, accreditation, job placement opportunities, the length of 
an academic program, and the financial cost of the program.   
The university boasts about its regional accreditation but fails to explain that 
many of the programs are not accredited.  Without program accreditation, an individual is 
unable to sit for state certification tests, transfer credits to an accredited school, or obtain 
employment within the field.  Therefore, while the enrollment advisor will tell an 
individual that he or she may achieve a specific career outcome, such as being a 
counselor, it will never occur because the program is not accredited.   
Participants of this study explained that enrollment advisors told them the 
academic program could be accomplished in 18 months and that the individual would 
obtain credits for work experience or certifications only to find out after enrollment that 
this was not the case.  Another key deceptive practice is deflating the amount of the 
academic program.  Many participants were advised that the cost of the program would 
be covered by a Pell Grant or scholarship, which would not need to be repaid.  However, 
in reality, the individual was still required to obtain student loans.  Others were advised 
of the need to obtain student loans but quoted amounts significantly less than the actual 
cost of the program.  If none of these deceptive practices work, the enrollment counselor 
would make an individual feel worthless about not having a degree until he or she enrolls 
in an academic program at the university. 
Another factor that influenced an individual’s decision to attend the University of 
Phoenix was its low admissions standards.  Many of the participants felt that their high 
school did not adequately prepare them to enter college.  They were poor performing 
high school students, who often never even took the SAT.  However, none of that was 
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required to enroll at the University of Phoenix.  Instead, an individual can enroll in an 
Associate’s or Bachelor’s program simply by being 16 years old and having a high school 
degree or GED equivalent. 
The final factor that influenced an individual’s decision to attend the University of 
Phoenix was that it offered flexible classes that work around the student’s schedule.  The 
University of Phoenix markets to older working adults.  The students are required to 
balance their school schedule with work and family commitments.  Therefore, they 
believed that a typical non-profit university that only offers classes at a designated time 
was not an option for them.    
Research Question 2:  How do the student services offered at University of Phoenix 
prepare its graduates to repay their student loan debt?  
 While the University of Phoenix aggressively focuses on enrolling students, little 
attention is spent on student services.  The participants obtained significant amounts of 
student loan debt to attend the university.  Student loan debt ranged from $27,000 to over 
$100,000.  While the financial aid counselors spent time assisting the students in 
obtaining the loans, little if any services were offered to prepare the students to repay this 
debt.  To repay debt, graduates need career services and financial counseling.    
While the University of Phoenix claims to have a career services department, the 
participants of this study found it to be willfully inadequate.  The university did not offer 
resume and interview preparation or on campus recruiting despite having a physical 
campus in Philadelphia.  Instead, it simply provided a website with a list of companies 
and jobs with low qualifying jobs, such as working as a CNA or in a warehouse.   
Moreover, the university did not offer any alumni networking opportunities to allow an 
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individual to climb the corporate ladder.  As such, the participants in the study were 
unable to obtain a position, which would provide them with greater pay or benefits than 
they had before beginning their educational pursuits at the for-profit institution.   
Since the majority of students that attend the University of Phoenix are first 
generation college students, it is essential that the university provides financial 
counseling that focuses not only on obtaining student loans but also on repaying it.  
However, the University of Phoenix failed to provide these services.  Students were 
easily misled by financial advisors that did not tell them the entire cost of the educational 
program.  Instead, they were simply told that they should take out the maximum amount 
of federal funding to ensure there was enough in their account.  Furthermore, they were 
never explained the terms of the loan or how much they would need to repay.  Upon 
graduation, the participants were not provided any information concerning student loan 
repayment options.  Instead, they were left on their own to navigate the student loan 
process.  Therefore, it is not surprising that many of these graduates defaulted on their 
student loan debt, which exceeded 8% of their gross monthly income   
Research Question 3:  How does student loan debt associated with attending the 
University of Phoenix impact African American borrowers’ ability to make major 
life decisions, such as purchasing a home or starting a family?   
 For the African American participants of this study, their student loan debt 
associated with attending the University of Phoenix has prevented them from making 
numerous major life decisions.  All ten participants described how attending the 
University of Phoenix was meant to improve their lives and financial situation.  However, 
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in the end, they were in a worse predicament because they had excessive student loan 
debt and were unable to obtain employment that would assist them in paying that debt.   
Since student loan default results in garnishment of wages, withholding of income tax 
refunds and Social Security benefit payments, and irreparable damage to credit history 
preventing individuals from applying for additional federal financial aid, military 
enlistment, business loans, and mortgages, default rates contribute to the racial and 
socioeconomic stratification of income and wealth 
Participants had unmanageable student loan debt ranging from $27,000 for an 
Associate’s Degree to over $100,000.  Half of the participants had defaulted on their 
student loans while the remainder is having difficulty repaying their student loans based 
on their yearly wages.  Therefore, the participants had to defer their dreams for the future.  
For six participants, their student loan debt prevented them from buying a home.  Three 
participants were unable to obtain additional education based on the amount of their 
outstanding student loan debt.  Others discussed the inability to open a business, get 
married, or have a child.  Finally, all participants discussed the inability to save for 
retirement based on their student loan debt associated with attending the University of 
Phoenix.         
Research Question 4:  How does obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix 
serve as a vehicle for African-Americans from marginal communities that want to 
improve their socio-economic lives?  
Individuals are told from an early age that if you work hard, you can achieve the 
American dream.  While this dream is different for everybody, it usually entails having a 
family, a well-paying job, and a home in a safe neighborhood where you do not need to 
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fear walking outside your front door.   The participants in this study believed that despite 
their poor upbringing and substandard elementary and secondary education that they 
could achieve this dream by attending the University of Phoenix.  However, after 
working hard to obtain that degree (whether it was an Associates or Doctorate Degree), 
they were left in the same economic position if not worse because of their high student 
loan debt and inability to find employment often due to program accreditation issues. 
As previously mentioned, the majority of the participants described the inability 
to purchase a home or save for retirement because of their student loan debt.  Home 
equity comprises 64.5% of the nation’s wealth (Elliott & Nam, 2013). College graduates 
with outstanding student loan debt have nearly three times less net worth than individuals 
who graduate college debt free.  This equates to $185,996 reduction in net worth, 
$134,000 reduction in retirement savings, and $70,000 reduction in home equity. 
The consequences of student loan debt are more shocking when examining the 
impact of student loan debt on low-income individuals that attend for-profit institutions, 
where the average tuition is more than four times higher than public two-year colleges 
and 67% higher than the in-state tuition at a public four-year institution.  A study 
revealed that “outstanding student loan debt made up 24% of household income for 
households with income less than $21,044 in 2010, while it made up 7% for households 
with incomes between $97,586-$146,791, and 2% for households with incomes $146,792 
or more” (Elliott & Nam, 2013, 406).  Based on this significant amount of student loan 
debt, it is not surprising those individuals that do not receive financial counseling on 
repayment options often default on their loans.  In this study, half of the participants have 
defaulted on their student loan debt.     
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 The effect of student loan debt is dire for borrowers in default.  The participants 
that default on their loans can expect to have their wages garnished and their income tax 
or Social Security payments withheld.   They have irreparable damage to their credit 
history, which often results in denial of professional licenses and ineligibility for military 
enlistment and additional federal financial aid (Harrast, 2004; Mitchell & Ensign, 2012; 
Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Since FICO credit scores are used by banks and other lenders 
to establish credit limits and interest rates on loans, student loan default rates contribute 
to the racial and socioeconomic stratification of income and wealth (Jackson & Reynolds, 
2013).  Therefore, the answer to this research question is that for the majority of the 
participants in this study obtaining a degree from the University of Phoenix did not serve 
as a vehicle to improve their socio-economic lives.  Instead, the degree served as a barrier 
that bombarded them with excessive student loan debt without any real employment 
opportunities. 
Recommendations 
 Based on the findings, results, and conclusions of this study, the researcher offers 
the following action recommendations to address issues concerning the student loan 
default rates associated with attending a for-profit institution: 1) The University of 
Phoenix must provide effective financial counseling to all students that obtain federal 
student loans to pay for their education to significantly reduce the rate of student loan 
default; 2) All colleges and universities receiving Title IV funding must obtain proper 
accreditation for all of its programs; 3) Universities and colleges within the City of 
Philadelphia, which are located within communities with large populations of historically 
underrepresented African Americans, should build a pipeline in partnership with 
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underperforming local primary and secondary schools to increase their minority 
enrollment, so for-profit institutions do not appear so attractive. 
Recommendation 1:  The University of Phoenix must provide effective financial 
counseling to all students that obtain federal student loans to pay for their education 
to significantly reduce the rate of student loan default. 
According to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, the amount of 
outstanding educational debt in the United States exceeds one trillion dollars (Best & 
Best, 2014).  The University of Phoenix has a higher level of student loan default that any 
other university or college in the United States. On average, more than one in four 
students at the University of Phoenix default on their loans within three years of entering 
repayment (Department of Education, n.d.). What is even more shocking is that 75% of 
its undergraduate students attending online programs will default on their student loans 
(US Senate, 2012). Since the University of Phoenix markets heavily to single mothers, 
first generation college student and minorities, a compelling argument can be made that 
this group does not have the financial understanding of the consequence that are 
associated with obtaining student loans.   
While currently over 50% of University of Phoenix students received Pell Grants, 
its tuition is so high that it requires supplement loans by many of its students to pay for 
their education. In fact, a study conducted by Deming, Goldin, and Katz in 2015 
revealed, “the average tuition [at for-profit educational institutions] is more than four 
times higher than the average in-district tuition at a public two-year college and 67% 
higher than the average in-state tuition at a public four-year institution” (p. 2).  To pay for 
their education, students often obtain supplemental loans are Federal Guarantee loans that 
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must be repaid.   As McGuire (2012) noted, “During the 2009-2010 academic year, the 
for-profit sector received $32 billion in Title IV student-aid – more than 20% of all 
federal aid” (p. 119).  Upon graduation, these students have greater debt burdens and 
consequently have greater default rates.  (Serna, 2014).  A study conducted by Hillman in 
2014 found that “when looking at the last institution attended for borrowers in default, 
the majority (61%) of borrowers that defaulted on their student loan debt were enrolled in 
for-profit institutions.”  
A student loan is considered in default after 270 days without payment or 
deferment.  At the time of default, outstanding interest is capitalized, and collection fees 
may be added, resulting in a student loan balance that is higher than the amount 
borrowed. Moreover, the defaulted loan is reported to the three major credit bureaus 
causing the borrower to sustain long-term credit rating damage, resulting in difficulty in 
finding employment, securing mortgages, car loans, and inability to borrower future 
student loans. If the default continues, the borrowers can face wage and federal income 
tax garnishment, which hurts the student and his or her community. These are the issues 
that are facing many of the University of Phoenix graduates.  
Studies have revealed that institutional financial literacy programs, including 
financial aid counseling and curriculum-based initiatives, have a direct correlation on a 
borrower’s knowledge concerning student loan repayment options and default rates 
(Hillman, 2014; Webber & Rogers, 2014).  Moreover, an increase in these student 
services results in a decrease in student loan default rates (Cekic, Hossler, & Hillman, 
2009).  Without these programs, many low-income and minority first-generation college 
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students do not obtain the financial literacy concerning numerous governmental 
initiatives, such as income-based repayment, to avoid default (Hillman, 2014). 
For years, it has been reported that the University of Phoenix, which has the 
highest default rate of any college and university in the nation, suffers from widespread 
and systemic structural issues in all aspects of student services especially in financial 
counseling. Even more notable is the fact that low-income minorities that do not have 
financial that literacy skills were so aggressively recruited by the university.  Therefore, it 
is important that the University of Phoenix implement and address the issue of financial 
aid competency and reduce its significant rate of student loan default.  
Although the United States Department of Education requires financial aid 
counseling for those taking out student loans, the University of Phoenix has done a poor 
job in providing financial counseling of its students. It is critical that the Department of 
Education demands that the University of Phoenix allocates funds to ensure effective 
financial counseling so students can avoid the damaging consequences of default.   
Recommendation 2:  All colleges and universities receiving Title IV funding must 
obtain proper accreditation for all of its programs.  
The University of Phoenix is a regionally accredited for-profit institution with 
over a hundred thousand students. It is known for aggressive commercial marketing to 
single mothers, working parents, and minorities. The University of Phoenix boasts of 
having over 100-degree programs from associate to doctorates degrees.  While the 
University of Phoenix may have regional accreditation, many of the programs offered at 
the institution are not accredited.  Since the institution itself is accredited, the student is 
eligible to obtain federal student loans.  However, since the program is not accredited, the 
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student is ineligible to take licensing exams (deMause, 2012).  Therefore, the degree is 
not worth any more than the paper on which it is written.  Without receiving a degree in 
an accredited program, a student is unable to obtain employment within the field to allow 
him or her to repay the federal student loans.   
This situation was explained in detail by the participants of this research study.  
The University of Phoenix enrollment advisors boosted their regional accreditation to the 
participants but failed to mention that its programs were not accredited.  To obtain an 
MBA, a program must be approved by the AACSB. Nursing programs should be 
approved by NLNAC.  The University of Phoenix has neither of these accreditations.  
Without these program accreditations, the degree is worthless.   This leaves students 
unable to take state certification exams, sit for boards, or transfer credits to a program at 
another university.  
Therefore, the Department of Education should regulate all colleges and 
universities programs to ensure that it meets specific accreditation standards.  If a 
university, such as the University of Phoenix, remains non-compliant it should face the 
penalty of forfeiture of Title IV funding. By forcing the University of Phoenix to comply 
across the board with obtaining accreditation for all of its programs, it would allow 
thousands of students the ability to transfer credits, attend regional colleges and graduate 
schools, gain meaningful employment within their field of study, and finally allow their 
degree to become a vehicle to the American dream.  Moreover, this will force the 
University of Phoenix to stop preying on individuals that who can least afford the 
academic and financial setback. 
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Recommendation 3:  Universities and colleges within the City of Philadelphia, which 
are located within communities with large populations of historically 
underrepresented African Americans, should build a pipeline in partnership with 
underperforming local primary and secondary schools to increase their minority 
enrollment, so for-profit institutions do not appear so attractive. 
The conversation of race within the City of Philadelphia has always been 
considered the third rail. It is one that has always caused a great deal of consternation; 
mostly because of the underlining issues of skin color, poverty, wealth, and privilege. 
Philadelphia is a city of great wealth and third world poverty, which is broken down by 
education, income, neighborhoods and color lines.  While African-Americans make up 
the largest portion of the City of Philadelphia’s residents, their neighborhoods often 
remain a population that is stymied by poverty, unemployment, and crime. Many of the 
city’s black citizenries believe that the root of many of their issues stem from not racism 
but underperforming local primary and secondary schools. It is this substandard primary 
and secondary public school system that many blacks believe is the root of their systemic 
and perpetual poverty.  African Americans within the communities of West and North 
Philadelphia live within the shadows of three world-class universities, Drexel University, 
University of Pennsylvania and Temple University, but with little to no resources, poor 
underperforming schools, and poverty they have no opportunity to attend these great 
universities.  These universities might as well be in another universe.   
All three universities are nationally ranked and accredited. They all have world-
renowned programs in the Art, Humanities, and Sciences, along with excellent professors 
and large endowments. However, these hallowed halls, which are located within 
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predominately lower income black communities, have student bodies where African 
Americans make up less than 10 percent. It is this fact where race, poverty, privilege, and 
academia collide.  The issue of major universities and colleges located within historically 
black communities with an overwhelmingly white student body stokes the conversations 
of classism. It leaves the perception that little is given back to these communities since 
their student bodies have very few students that are from the community and/or share the 
same racial demographics.  When addressing this question, it is important that I set forth 
answers that exude both honest and candor because the problem like the solution lays 
somewhere within the spectrum of black and white.  
The Philadelphia public school system has been chronically underfunded and left 
with very few resources to prepare its students for college. As a matter of common 
knowledge, the overwhelming majority of Philadelphia public school students who are 
not accepted into the city’s magnet schools will not receive advance placement (AP) 
courses, which include college prep math and science. The National Assessment of 
Education Progress (NEAP), which sets the national standard for standardized 
assessments for state exams, found that Philadelphia public schools system’s students lag 
7 to 14 percentage points behind in both math and reading in 4th and 8th grade levels 
compared to students nationally. Moreover, what is even more unsettling is the fact that 
Philadelphia public schools consistently scored below similar size cities with similar 
demographics and poverty rates, such Cleveland, Detroit, Baltimore, Milwaukee, Dallas 
and Fresno, California. (Mezzacappa, 2013). 
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Figure 9.  Comparison of Philadelphia school Systems to other school systems within the 
United States. 
 (Mezzacappa, 2013). 
 
 
 
Based on problems plaguing Philadelphia’s underfunded and shattered public 
school system, the solution to closing this academic gap will more than likely rely outside 
of the city’s public schools.  This is where, the local nationally ranked colleges and 
universities, which have tremendous resources and academic talent, could make a 
difference in the lives of those in their surrounding communities. 
Over the course of the last several years, several colleges and universities from 
Texas to Los Angeles have started partnerships to open and operate charter schools in an 
effort to provide competitive education to their poorest residents and close the 
achievement gap. This new approach to combating academic failure within inner-city 
communities goes far beyond these universities and colleges just being a good neighbor.  
Some universities and colleges are building and operating charter schools to provide 
immediate relief to the overburden underfunded locals schools as well as providing its 
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inner-city students with educations that will allow them to compete for admission to local 
tiered colleges and universities.  
  One such program gaining nationwide notoriety is Purdue University. Purdue is 
working with community leaders in the city of Indianapolis and the state of Indiana to 
open a STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) focused charter high school 
in one of the city’s poorest communities.  The charter school enrolls over 600 students 
from grades 9-12. The graduates of this school who meet Purdue’s admission 
requirements will be able to gain admission into its university. Purdue is currently rank 
within the top 100 by US New and World Report and has one of the lowest black student 
bodies of any large university in the United States. Purdue’s goal in creating this charter 
school was to increase the number of low-income first-generation minority students at its 
university. 
In the Philadelphia area, such partnerships between the inner city communities 
and the universities and colleges that reside within their footprint can be found.  
However, they are not as ambitious as those found in other parts of the country.  Within 
the City of Philadelphia, Drexel University, which is a national ranked top 100 school 
with only six percent black student body, has created a partnership with its surrounding 
West Philadelphia neighboring community (US News and World Report, n.d.). The 
university’s educational initiative provides faculty members from the School of 
Education as advisors who provide recommendations on educational best practices and 
advanced STEM. This program is aimed at leveling the academic playing field in public 
education by increasing academic achievement and expanding the social horizons of the 
university’s inner-city neighbors. By providing these inner-city students with resources in 
Socio-Economic Impact  110  
math, science, technological and writing, it gives these students an academic foundation 
to compete for admission to a competitive nonprofit local, regional or national colleges or 
university and make for-profit school less attractive. 
Future Research Recommendations 
This study can not only serve to provide greater insight into the socio-economic 
impact on the lives of African-American graduates of the University of Phoenix that 
reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania but can also serve as a springboard upon which to 
base further research. The researcher, therefore, recommends further research to provide 
additional insight into this complex issue.  Further research may expand upon current 
findings, results, and conclusions. To increase the knowledge of the socio-economic 
impact of student loan debt associated with attending a for-profit university, the 
following areas of research are recommended.  
1.  A study that includes African-American graduates of the University of Phoenix 
that live within various geographic regions in the United States to determine whether the 
findings of this study apply to a larger population. 
2. A quantitative research study that examines the economic effects of African 
American graduates that graduate from the University of Phoenix.  A quantitative study 
would be useful since qualitative studies utilize self-reporting data and are difficult to 
independently verify.  
3. A qualitative multi-case study on African American and Caucasian graduates 
from the University of Phoenix that reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  A comparative 
ethnographic qualitative case study design would examine whether race plays a part in 
the socio-economic stratification of these graduates. 
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4. A qualitative multi-case study that compares African American living in 
Philadelphia that graduate from the University of Phoenix with those that graduate from a 
state or private four-year college or university to explore whether they face the same 
cultural, economic, and academic challenges. 
Summary 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the long-term socio-
economic impact of student loan debt on African-American graduates of the University 
of Phoenix who reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania five years after receiving a degree.  
This qualitative case study answered several important questions concerning why the 
participants selected to attend the University of Phoenix, what student services were 
available through the university, what employment opportunities are connected with 
obtaining a degree from the university, and what was the social-economic impact of 
obtaining student loans associated with attending the University of Phoenix.  
This qualitative design allowed me as a researcher to obtain an extensive and in-
depth examination of the contemporary phenomenon of student loan debt within the real-
life context of African American alumni from the University of Phoenix.  I achieved this 
goal by speaking with the participants to learn their impressions and opinions, from both 
the psychology and social aspects, and obtaining a detailed, in-depth analysis of the 
socio-economic impact of student loan debt on their lives.  My qualitative case study 
approach allowed me to give the research participants a voice and ultimately examine the 
depth of the research within this study. The use of Yin's research approach served as a 
guide for me to present a sound methodology that will stand up to strict scrutiny and 
questions of validity and reliability.   
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The participants in this qualitative study were ten African American student loan 
borrowers that graduated from the University of Phoenix and reside in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  The research participants ranged in age from 33 to 46 years old.  During 
the years 2011 and 2012, the participants obtained degrees ranging from Associates to 
Doctorate from the University of Phoenix. 
The data collected using semi-structured individual interviews, focus groups, and 
artifact review led to the development of six central themes.  These findings were: 1) The 
University of Phoenix uses aggressive sales strategies; 2) The University of Phoenix has 
low admission standards; 3) The University of Phoenix provides flexible nontraditional 
classes for students; 4) The University of Phoenix has extremely expensive tuition; 5) 
The University of Phoenix lacks in institutional resources for students; 6) Society has 
negative attitudes and beliefs toward for-profit institutions.    Moreover, four study results 
were derived from these findings.  These results, which were identified and correlated to 
relevant literature, are:  1) The University of Phoenix tends to target low-income and 
minority communities; 2) The University of Phoenix is attractive for adult students 
because it offers flexible and convenient nontraditional classes; 3) The University of 
Phoenix graduates are left with exorbitant student loan debt without institutional 
resources to prepare them to repay the debt upon graduation; 4) African Americans in this 
study with a degree from University of Phoenix have difficulty moving up the socio-
economic ladder.  
The recommendations provided in this chapter were derived from the findings and 
results of the qualitative case study. These recommendations stemmed from both 
inadequacies at the University of Phoenix, poor public schools, and the tiered universities 
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located in their own neighborhoods, which offered little to no academic support to the 
surrounding historically African-American communities.  
I began my research with a clear and open mind. I had read many articles 
describing negative aspects of for-profit education and how it preyed upon low-income 
communities. But, I never heard or read about the long-term effects of attending for-
profit institutions, such as the University of Phoenix, on communities of color or how the 
role of failing public schools made these communities susceptible to willful deceptive 
marketing that sold the American dream through for-profit education. However, there are 
many hands that are dirty when we look at how could so many African-Americans from 
marginal communities attend a for-profit institution with a history of dubious 
accreditations, non-existence student services, high tuition and default rates that would in 
most cases deny that institution Title IV funding. In order to honestly address the 
question of why anyone would attend the University of Phoenix, you would first have to 
put yourself in the shoes of my research participants.  
The participants come from marginalized crime-ridden poor black communities in 
the shadows of nationally ranked overwhelming white-tiered universities. They see the 
American dream arrive and leave every fall and spring semester knowing that they could 
never matriculate into these hallowed halls. My participants attended failing public 
schools where AP courses, such as math and science, were non-existent. They lived in 
homes where intergeneration stratification was burned into their psychic and academic 
failure was not frowned upon but expected. A majority of my research participants were 
first generations college graduates that dreamed of attending college with little to no 
financial or moral support from either family or community.  
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Therefore, when a commercial for a university with little to no admission 
standards shows images that resonate with the single mother, the low-wage worker, and 
the marginalized minority, of course, they take notice because it was the first time a 
university reached out to them.  Moreover, since these former students knew that the 
primary and secondary schools that they attended did not prepare them for the academic 
rigors of that nationally ranked university that they pass daily, they elect to attend the 
university with open admissions and low academic standards in the hopes to achieve the 
American dream.   
 In closing, society must understand that for many of these University of Phoenix 
graduates a for-profit education was the only avenue that they saw to escape the ghettos 
of North and West Philadelphia. It was the only vehicle that they believed would lead 
them to gainful employment and the American dream. However, for most of my research 
participants, that dream was not achieved. The only thing that they received was a degree 
that carries little to no weight with employers and debt that will anchor them to the 
neighborhoods that they so desperately wanted to leave.  
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured Individual Interview Protocol 
 
 
 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Location: 
Interviewer: 
Participant: 
Introduction Protocol: 
To facilitate our note taking, we would like to digitally record our conversation today.  
Please sign the release form.  For your information, only researchers on the project will 
be privy to the files, which will be eventually deleted after they are transcribed. In 
addition, you must sign a form devised to meet our human subject requirements.  
Essentially, this document states: 1) all information will be held confidential; 2) your 
participation is voluntary and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable; and, 3) 
we do not intend to inflict any harm.  Thank you for agreeing to participate. 
We have planned this interview to last no longer than one hour.  During this time, we 
have several questions that we would like to cover.  If time begins to run short, it may be 
necessary to interrupt you in order to push ahead and complete this line of questioning. 
Introduction: 
You have been selected to speak with us today because you have been identified as 
someone who has a great deal to share about our research topic.  Our research topic 
focuses on understanding the impact that student loan debt has on African Americans that 
reside in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania five years after receiving their Bachelor’s Degree 
from the University of Phoenix. 
Interview Questions 
1. Please state your name, and age. 
2. When did you graduate from University of Phoenix? 
3. What types of loans did you obtain to attend the University of Phoenix? 
4. Tell me about your family background as you were growing up. 
5. What type of high school did you attend?   
6. How would you describe how the high school prepared you for college? 
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7. Besides University of Phoenix, what other colleges did you consider attending? 
8. What made you select to attend the University of Phoenix compared to other 
private or state colleges? 
9. Did you attend classes online, in the classroom, or both? 
10. What were your expectations before attending University of Phoenix? 
 
11. Has your experience at University of Phoenix met these expections?  How or how 
not? 
12. What degree did you receive from the University of Phoenix? 
13. What were the reasons that you applied for student loans to obtain a degree from 
University of Phoenix? 
 
14. What information, if any, did you have when you began University of Phoenix 
about the total amount of student loan debt that you would be responsible to repay after 
graduation? 
15. What student support services were offered at University of Phoenix?  (i.e. career 
services)? 
16. How would you describe the student support services offered at University of 
Phoenix? 
17. Do you feel that the student support services assisted you in obtaining a career in 
your field and repaying your student loan debt?  Why or why not? 
 
18. What information did University of Phoenix’s Financial Aid Department provide 
to prepare you to repay your student loan debt? 
19. What information did the University of Phoenix provide you concerning student 
loan debt repayment options and its consequences? 
20. What other student loan repayment options are you familiar with (i.e. income 
based repayment)? 
21. Were you able to obtain employment within your chosen career field? 
22. Tell me about your current employment 
23. Have you been able to obtain employment that has allowed you to repay your 
student loan debt?  Explain. 
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24. What role, if any, has your student loan debt have on the amount of hours that you 
work a week? 
25. What is the total amount of student loan debt that you have from attending the 
University of Phoenix? 
26. What are your monthly loan payments? 
27. What is the current status of your student loans (i.e. current, deferment, 
forbearance, defaulted)?  
28. Have you ever been late or defaulted on your student loan payments? 
29. What are your thoughts and feelings about your student loan debt? 
  
30. Has your student loan debt influenced any of your major life decisions? 
 
31. What role, if any, has your student loan debt have on your decision to get married 
or start a family (or have more children)? 
 
32. What role, if any, has your student loan debt have on your decision to purchase a 
home or new car or vehicle? 
33. What types of savings or investments do you have? 
34. Do you believe your student loan debt has impacted the amount of money that 
you have in savings or investments? 
35. What role, if any, has your student loan debt have on your decision to obtain a 
graduate degree? 
36. What role, if any, has your student loan debt influenced your career choices?  
37. What are your thoughts concerning whether the your educational experience was 
worth the amount of student loan debt that you acquired? 
 
38. What advice would you give a high school student that was thinking about 
obtaining student loans to attend the University of Phoenix? 
39. Do you feel that you are doing financially better, worse, or the same as your 
parents?  Why? 
40. What are your thoughts concerning whether attending University of Phoenix has 
improved your life? 
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41. Do you feel that the University of Phoenix specifically targets the African 
American community? If so, why?  (i.e. commercials, internet ads) 
 
42. Do you feel that University of Phoenix benefits or hurts the African American 
communities within Philadelphia, Pennsylvania?  Why? 
43. Do you have anything further you would like to tell me about attending the 
University of Phoenix? 
44. Do you have anything further you would like to tell me about your student loan 
debt? 
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Appendix B: Field Note Template 
 
 
 
 
Interview Participant: 
Interview Date/Time: 
Interview Location: 
Interviewer: 
Question Number Researcher’s comments on 
response 
Qualitative Observation 
(tone, body language, 
posture, etc.)    
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Appendix C: Artifact Log 
 
 
 
 
Artifact Number: 
Artifact Description: 
Date of Collection: 
Individual Providing the Artifact: 
Artifact: 
Descriptive Notes on Artifact: 
Reflective Notes on Artifact: 
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Appendix D:  Recruitment Advertisement 
    
 
 
Drexel University ͒
Recruiting Volunteers for a Research Study 
Research Title: The Socio-Economic Impact of Student Loan 
Debt on African American Graduates of the University of Phoenix 
Residing in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
 
Objective 
The purpose of this research study is to examine the socio-economic 
impact of student loan debt on African Americans who reside within 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania five years after graduating from the 
University of Phoenix.  
 
Information for Research Subjects Eligibility 
You can participate in this study if you are an African American 
student loan borrower that graduated from University of Phoenix with 
an Associate’s, Bachelor’s, Master’s, or Doctorate Degree in 2011 or 
2012 and live within Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. If you meet the 
above criteria, please contact us using the contact information 
provided below. 
Remuneration 
This study pays $50.00 for completion of both portions of the study.  
$25.00 will be paid after participation in the individual interview and 
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an additional $25.00 will be paid after participation in the focus 
group. 
 
Person to contact for further information 
This research is approved by the Institutional review board.͒ If you are 
interested in participating in this study, please contact Terrence 
Daniels at 215-687-6685 or tdd37@drexel.edu. 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
This research is conducted by a researcher who is a member of Drexel 
University. 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Letter     
Dear University of Phoenix alumnus, 
 
My name is Terrence Daniels.  I am a Doctoral Candidate in Drexel University’s 
Doctorate of Educational Leadership and Management program. 
 
In partial fulfillment of my degree, I am studying the socio-economic impact of student 
loan debt on African American graduates of the University of Phoenix residing in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  I want to better understand the impact of student loan debt 
on graduates five years after obtaining their degree.  This study pays $50.00 for 
completion of the study. 
You can participate in this study if you are an African American student loan borrower 
that graduated from University of Phoenix with an Associate’s, Bachelor’s, Master’s, or 
Doctorate Degree in 2011 or 2012 and live within Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  If you are 
interested in being a part of this study, I would need approximately two and a half hours 
of your time.  The first hour will be for an in person individual interview. You will then 
be invited to participate in an hour and a half focus group that will be held using a video 
conferencing application. 
 
Your participation in the study is completely voluntary.  You may decline to answer any 
question or withdraw from the study at any time without consequence.  Also, your 
confidentiality and privacy is extremely important to me.  I will not collect or report any 
identifiers or information that would identify you as an individual.  The data will be 
reported in the aggregate and my report will be shared with my professors and 
classmates.  Thereafter, I may publish or present my report publicly. 
 
If you have questions about this study, you may contact my professor, Dr. Joy Phillips, at 
JP3467@drexel.edu.  This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) that ensures steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare of 
human subjects taking part in the research.  You may contact them at HRPP@drexel.edu 
or 215-762-3944. 
 
If you would like to participate in my study, please email me at tdd37@drexel.edu or 
contact me at 215-687-6685.   
 
Thank you! 
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Appendix F: Consent to Take Part In a Research Study     
Drexel University 
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
 
1.  Title of research study: The Socio-Economic Impact of Student Loan Debt on 
African  
 
American Graduates of the University of Phoenix Residing in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
 
2.  Researcher:  Joy Phillips, Ph.D., Principle Investigator, Associate Clinical 
Professor,  
 
Drexel University School of Education; Terrence Daniels, Co-Investigator, Doctoral 
Candidate, Drexel University School of Education 
 
3.  Why you are being invited to take part in a research study? 
 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you have been identified as an 
African American federal student loan borrower that resides within the inner city of 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and graduated from University of Phoenix in 2011 or 2012.  
 
4.  What you should know about a research study 
 
Someone will explain this research study to you. 
Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
You can choose not to take part. 
You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
 
5.  Who can you talk to about this research study? 
 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to 
the research team: Terrence Daniels, 215-687-6685 or TDD37@drexel.edu, who is 
conducting the research.  You may also contact Dr. Joy Phillips, who is supervising the 
study, at JP3467@drexel.edu. 
 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare 
of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 762-3944 
or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
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Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
You cannot reach the research team. 
You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
 
6.  Why is this research being done? 
 
The purpose of this qualitative case study research is to examine the socio-economic 
impact of student loan debt on African Americans who reside within Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania five years after graduating from the University of Phoenix. 
 
7.  How long will the research last? 
 
We expect that you will be in this research study for 2 hours and 30 minutes.  This will 
include a 60 minute individual interview and a 90 minute focus group session.  It is 
expected that the interviews will occur from January 2017 to April 2017.  The focus 
group will occur in March to April 2017.  The analysis of data and subsequent research 
report will be presented as a Doctoral Dissertation that will be completed by September 
2017.  
 
8.  How many people will be studied? 
 
We expect up to 10 people will be in this research study.  Each participant will  be 
interviewed individually.  Participants will also be invited to participate  in one of three 
focus group session.  We expect about 5 people out of the 10 people in the entire study to 
attend each focus group session.   
 
9.  What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 
You will receive an email describing the interview information, and a proposed time and 
date for the interview. In addition a request will be made for you to provide a convenient 
phone number and email address to finalize the interview schedule. You will also receive 
the consent form titled, “Consent to Take Part in a Research Study” document for your 
personal review. 
 
Terrence Daniels will set up a date and time for the first interview.  
You will be asked to bring a document or photo to the interview which reflects the impact 
that their student loan debt has had on your life.   
Prior to the start of the interview, Terrence Daniels, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel 
University School of Education, will review the consent form with you and gain written 
consent to participate in this process.  
You will interact with Terrence Daniels, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel University School 
of Education in an individual interview and focus group session.  
The interviews will be held at a location that is convenient to you.  
The interview will be conducted between January 2017 and April 2017.  
Socio-Economic Impact  131  
We expect that during the research study you will participate in one semi- structured  
interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. The analysis of the data and subsequent 
research report will be presented as a Doctoral Dissertation that will be completed by 
September 2017. A video as well as a voice recorder will be used to assure a verbatim 
record of the questions and responses. You will be provided a copy of the transcription to 
make any necessary corrections.  Observation notes will be taken during the interview.    
On all recordings, and in any transcriptions, analysis documents and the dissertation itself 
report you will be identified by a pseudonym to maintain your confidentiality.  
The focus group will be conducted between February and April 2017. 
We expect that during the research study you will participate in one focus group session 
using a video conferencing application lasting approximately 90 minutes. The analysis of 
the data and subsequent research report will be presented as a Doctoral Dissertation that 
will be completed by September 2017. Two digital recorders will be used to assure a 
verbatim record of the questions and responses. Observation notes will be taken during 
the focus group.    
 
10.  What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 
Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
Attend both the individual interview and focus group session. 
Answer the interview and focus group questions in an honest and candid manner. 
Do not discuss the interview questions with other participants.  
 
11.  What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
 
12.  What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not be held 
against you. 
 
You can decide whether or not to divulge the reason(s) for leaving from the study.  
You can withdraw from the research by sending an email to the researcher, Terrence 
Daniels, or his supervising professor, Dr. Joy Phillips.  
If any data has been collected from you it will be extracted from the study data.  
 
13.  Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
 
The study has minimal risk to the research participants.  Participation is voluntary and 
topically does not endanger the participants.  Procedures are in place to ensure that the 
data collection techniques are unbiased and the participants’ information is kept 
confidential. 
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14.  Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
 
15.  Will being in this study help me in any way? 
 
We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this research.  
 
16.  What happens to the information we collect? 
 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including research study 
records to people who have a need to review this information. We cannot promise 
complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your information include the 
IRB and other representatives of this organization.  We may publish the results of this 
research. However, we will keep your name and other identifying information 
confidential. 
 
17.  Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
 
The only reason participants would be withdrawn from the study, by the researcher, 
would be in the event of the cancellation of the research project.  
 
18.  What else do I need to know? 
 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
 
If you agree to take part in this research study, this study pays $50.00 for completion of 
both portions of the study.  $25.00 will be paid after participation in the individual 
interview and an additional $25.00 will be paid after participation in the focus group. 
 
 
If you are interested in finding out the results of the research study, you may contact 
the researcher at 215-687-6685 or TDD37@drexel.edu between September and 
December 2017.  
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS DATE Æ  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
  
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
